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Post-16 Educator seeks to
defend and extend good prac-
tice in post compulsory edu-
cation and training. Good
practice includes teachers
working with students to in-
crease their power to look
critically at the world around
them and act effectively within
it. This entails challenging rac-
ism, sexism, heterosexism,
inequality based on disability
and other discriminatory be-
liefs and practices.
    For the mass of people, ac-
cess to valid post compulsory
education and training is more
necessary now than ever. It
should be theirs by right! All
provision should be organised
and taught by staff who are
trained for and committed to
it. Publicly funded provision of
valid post compulsory educa-
tion and training for all who
require it should be a funda-
mental demand of the trade
union movement.
    Post-16 Educator seeks to
persuade the labour move-
ment as a whole of the impor-
tance of this demand. In
mobilising to do so it bases
itself first and foremost upon
practitioners - those who are
in direct, daily contact with
students. It seeks the support
of every practitioner, in any
area of post-16 education and
training, and in particular that
of women, of part timers and
of people outside London and
the Southeast.
    Post-16 Educator works to
organise readers/contributors
into a national network that is
democratic, that is politically
and financially independent of
all other organisations, that
develops their practice and
their thinking, and that equips
them to take action over is-
sues rather than always hav-
ing to react to changes im-
posed from above.
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From Patrick Williams:

WWWWWhen I heard the sad news that such a very charismatic
man had passed away, I was deeply saddened as, had

it not been for Gerard Kelly, I would never have become an
active lay member of the then NATFHE union, now UCU. He,
along with Kate Heasman, the Equality Official, encouraged
me at a time when I was very low, as I had a lot of trouble at
my place of employment back in 2000. At that time he was
Vice President elect. He was comforting but very clear with
his advice, and was always there for me, as others will testify.
He was a President that any union would be proud to have
front their organisation.
    During his brief time as President, Gerard visited Columbia
along with a few others, such as Maire Daley, and helped get
the campaigning group Justice for Columbia off the ground.
He was a staunch campaigner for Justice for Columbia, and I
am sure they will sadly miss his devotion and presence. He
was at the time NATFHE’s first openly Gay President and a
founding member of the now TUC LGBT committee, which he
served as the elected NATFHE rep for two years at its incep-
tion.

From Jan Pollock:

GGGGGerard had an integrated understanding of all equality
issues. When the different lay members’ committees

first came together under NATFHE, he persuaded the Dis-
abled Members to second a resolution from the Black Mem-
bers. He thus played a leading role in laying down alliances
which many members had not yet thought about. The com-
radeship of equality gave great stength to NATFHE’s Equality
work.
    He must also have been the only union president so far
whose presidency was greeted by flocks of pretty pastel
balloons at Conference - organised by the LGBT committee.
This summed up Gerard’s life-loving and inclusive viewpoint
on the world - which stretched from comrades in Columbia to
ordinary members in Britain.

TTTTTribribribribributes toutes toutes toutes toutes to
GerGerGerGerGerararararard Kd Kd Kd Kd Kellellellellellyyyyy
Gerard Kelly, the first openly Gay president of NATFHE, died of
liver failure in Spain at the age of 40 on 2/8/08
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Week beginning 30/6/08

[Preceding week.] In a Lords
debate on HE initiated by former
‘University’ of Buckingham vice-
chancellor and Tory minister Lord
Luce, former Cambridge vice-
chancellor Lord Broers claims
Cambridge has to find from its own
resources £5,000-£6,000 per
undergraduate per year to support
teaching, while Lord Butler, master
of University College, Oxford
maintains that there the average
annual cost of teaching an under-
graduate is £20,000 and, because
the average income from all
sources including fees is £7,500,
money supplied by funding
councils for research has to be
transferred to undergraduate
teaching, thereby producing an
£13m annual ‘tax on research’.

[Preceding week.] A Council for
Industry and HE (CIHE) report
comparing US and UK colleges,
launched at a policy forum on the
Government’s skills strategy,
criticises the discontinuities
between FE and HE here, saying:
‘The current fragmented approach
is not fit for purpose in an age of
lifelong learning’.

[Preceding week.] Nottingham
Trent University human resources
director Rachel Creamer writes to
the UCU branch there giving it
three - as opposed to the agreed
nine - months notice of termination
of the current recognition agree-
ment.

An Independent feature reveals
that Telford College of Arts and
Technology claims to be the
biggest provider of ‘off-campus
teaching’ in the country with 250
lecturers travelling to employment
sites, especially of Japanese firms.
Principal Doug Boynton boasts
that: ‘We [sic. Ed.] don’t work 9 to
5, we work 24/7. If employers need
us at 2am, or at weekends, we’re
there’.

Bradford University vice-chancellor
Mark Cleary apologises to staff in
the School Health Studies, where
accusations of racial harassment,
including pictures of monkeys
being stuck on office doors, go
back to at least 2000. (Although
the perpetrator has never been
formally identified, an appeal panel
found that the ‘style and manner’
of head of nursing Annie Topping,
now director of Health and Social
Care at Huddersfield University,
‘gave cause for concern to staff
regardless of race or gender’ and
in the ‘absence of any reasonable
explanation for her inappropriate
behaviour, then discrimination can
be inferred’.)

According to UK Commission on
Employability and Skills (UKCES)
CEO Chris Humphries, the number
of initiatives set up by the Govern-
ment with the aim of involving
employers in training has now
reached 101. However, John
Hyde, managing director of the
private trainer Hospitality Industry
Training dismisses as an excuse

the idea that employers cannot
deal with the system, on the
grounds that: ‘They are clever
people and if they want something,
they will find it’.

UCU is in dispute with Coventry
University after management there
withdraws from talks on perfor-
mance-related pay and puts an
offer direct to academics. A
spokesperson says: ‘Managers
claim to be offering their staff a
choice, but in fact the so-called
choice is a fake: it’s like choosing
between a poisoned cake or no
cake at all’.

The City and Guilds awarding
body (CGLI) is to write to all the
mainstream political parties
criticising over-centralised regula-
tion by the Government of the
employment-related provision
which colleges are allowed to
make.

Between summer 2008 and spring
2009, the HE Funding Council for
England (HEFCE) is to carry out a
pilot of the proposed new Re-
search Excellence Framework
(REF) at 21 universities out of 53
which volunteered.

Following the closure of the RNIB
institution in Redhill, management
at the Royal National College for
the Blind in Hereford are holding a
review of provision, while refusing
to recognise UCU or allow mem-
bers to meet on the premises. A
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college spokesperson boasts that:
‘In its 135-year history, the college
has not recognised trade unions’.

Principal Elaine McMahon at-
tributes the greater success now
reportedly being achieved by Hull
College at least in part to its
operation of an 11-classroom
‘learning zone’ underneath the
terraces of the 25,000-seater
£44m football and rugby stadium,
completed in 2002 on money
obtained by the City Council from
selling its shares in Kingston
Communications (ie the legacy of
Hull’s formerly publicly-owned
telephone system).

An investigation by Farnborough
Sixth Form College (based on
1,100 of its own students) sug-
gests that the A* A-level grade, to
be awarded from 2010, will be
easier to achieve in English and
maths than in foreign languages or
science subjects, while a  Durham
University study based on nearly a
million exam results confirms this
effect with respect to A-grades in
general.

It emerges via the Institute for
Learning (IFL) that Oaklands
College in Hertfordshire is report-
edly using students to mentor staff
who lack IT skills. (Oaklands
principal Mark Dawe achieved
prominence in 2007 when he set
about destroying lecturers’ condi-
tions of service and forcing them
into redundancy.)

London Metropolitan University
vice-chancellor Brian Roper sends
an email to all staff saying that ‘job
loss appears to be inevitable’. This
results from discrepancies in
student completions revealed by a
HEFCE audit, which in turn means
that the funding body is to cut
£15m from London Met’s 2008-09
teaching grant. (The 2007-08
teaching grant totalled £68m.
London Met. has more black and
minority ethnic students than all
the Russell Group universities put
together.)

Week beginning 7/7/08

A report written for Universities UK
(UUK - ie the vice-chancellors),
based on the idea that there will be
70,000 fewer 18-20 year old HE
students ten years from now,
suggests that universities may have
to form links with private sector
degree- awarding bodies to survive.

In Oldham, three ‘academies’ are to
replace five comprehensive
schools. Oldham sixth form college
is to function as the sixth form for
these academies, while students
wishing to pursue vocational options
will go to Oldham College of FE.

The HE Funding Council for
England (HEFCE) annual HE
Business and Community Interac-
tion Survey shows that income
obtained by universities from work
with private companies has risen
from £2.267bn last year to £2.641bn
this (a 17 per cent increase).

Points in Renewing the Physical
Infrastructure of English Further
Education Colleges, a National
Audit Office (NAO) report based on
figures from 376 institutions,
include: these institutions taken
together now have a debt of £731m
arising from long term loans which
they have incurred in order to
support a programme of refurbish-
ment and new building stimulated
by the LSC; about half of the
planned work had either been
completed or was underway by the
start of 2008; the overall cost of the
programme is expected to be
£4.2bn; in 2001, when the LSC
started its operations, the equivalent
overall debt was £200m; the interest
being paid on the current (ie £731m)
debt is equal to 1 per cent of the
sector’s total income; the debt is
likely to pass £1bn within two years
(ie at the point where contributions
from the LSC towards building costs
will cease); even now, most money
for building has been raised by
colleges directly, either from their
own reserves, selling other assets,
or borrowing from finance houses
etc; the recession, for example via

reductions in revenue for appren-
tice training, could push some of
the most indebted colleges into
financial difficulty; on LSC figures
for 2006-07, 89 colleges were in
a weak financial state, as against
68 the year before; 38 of the
colleges examined by the NAO
went over budget on their
building work, 11 of them by more
than 10 per cent.

Wolverhampton University is to
appeal against a decision taken
on 2/6/08 by the Royal Pharma-
ceutical Society to withdraw
accreditation from its master of
pharmacy course. (This follows
complaints about standards of
content and teaching that
surfaced in October 2007, one
year after the course started.)

It emerges that the awarding
body Edexcel, which belongs to
the Pearson publishing group,
has cancelled a training session
(scheduled for 2/7/08) for lectur-
ers from the seven centres due to
be involved from September
2008 in the level 3 ICT diploma,
leaving the institutions concerned
to do all outstanding development
work for themselves.

A study carried out for Unison by
Keele University researchers, in
which 734 secretarial and clerical
staff across the HE sector were
interviewed, finds widespread
discrimination against this largely
female workforce, including low
pay, long hours, enforced
‘flexible’ working, short holidays
and poor maternity and sick-pay
provision.

A formal evaluation, carried out
for HEFCE by Lancaster
University’s Centre for the Study
of Education and Training, of the
first three years of the Centres for
Excellence in Teaching and
Learning (CETL) programme
finds that only a minority of the 74
such centres (in which £315m will
have been invested by 2010)
have had ‘profound’ effects on
universities’ policies and prac-
tices.
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UCU releases the findings of a
survey to which 14,250 members
in HE responded in 2007. 49 per
cent of these respondents agreed,
and 25 per cent agreed strongly,
that their job was stressful, up from
a total of 69 per cent who said so a
year previously.

UCU members at North East
Wales Institute of HE are to ballot
for action after passing a ‘no
confidence’ vote on management
for its failure to deal with eight
bullying allegations made against
a single manager there.

As Nottingham University vice-
chancellor Sir Colin Campbell
issues a statement to staff quoting
legal advice to the effect that
academic researchers have a right
to ‘access’ but not to ‘possess’
terrorist-related material, points in
a THE feature on the situation
regarding postgraduate student
Rizwaan Sabir and administrator
Hicham Yezza include: both Sabir
and Yezza were arrested and held
for a week after the former down-
loaded from the internet an Al
Qaeda training manual and
forwarded it to Yezza to print out
for use in Sabir’s MA dissertation;
Sabir was then released without
charge, but Yezza was re-arrested
and held in several detention
centres until eventually released
pending judicial review of his
immigration status; Campbell’s
statement includes a letter sent to
Sabir by the police in which they
quote the University as saying the
manual was not necessary for his
research; both Sabir’s personal
tutor, Bettina Renz, and his MA
supervisor, Rod Thornton, a
terrorism studies specialist, have
told the police that the material
was relevant to Sabir’s research;
Sabir was enrolled on an MA in
international relations and terror-
ism and has now been accepted to
do a PhD on terrorism under
Thornton’s supervision; Campbell
claims that both the council and
senate discussed and endorsed
the University’s approach to the
case.

Secretary of state for innovation,
universities and skills John
Denham and DIUS minister David
Lammy both say they plan to have
apprentices in their private offices.

At the University of East London
(UEL), staff governors are ex-
cluded from a governors’ meeting
and then informed that vice-
chancellor Martin Everett has gone
on ‘indefinite leave’ with immediate
effect after only 15 months in post.
Everett denies he has been
dismissed for misconduct.

Week beginning 14/7/08

A report on apprenticeships by the
Lords’ economic affairs committee,
which is chaired by Lord Vallance,
says that the new National Appren-
ticeship Service (NAS) will fail
unless it is allowed to contact
employers directly (ie bypassing
the LSC and Train to Gain bro-
kers).

UCU at Nottingham Trent Univer-
sity claims it has effectively been
derecognised, and is considering
industrial action. General secretary
Sally Hunt says: The university
can rest assured that it will feel the
full force of the national union if it
persists in trying to dictate the
terms of the recognition agree-
ment’.

Points in a Times Educational
Supplement (TES) article arising
from a letter from nine schools
claiming that the LSC is rationing
6th form provision include: a year
ago, the numbers enrolled in
school 6th forms rose by 7,000 to
377,500; now (ie when for the first
time LSC funding is to be based
on schools’ estimates of their 6th
form numbers for the coming year)
schools collectively have claimed
this number will rise by 28,000 (7
per cent) - to 403,500; the LSC
reportedly rejects this and will fund
only a 6,500 (2 per cent) increase;
the Association of School and
College Leaders (ie the heads’
union) agrees that some schools

have put in unrealistic estimates;
the LSC’s room for manoeuvre is
restricted by having to fund 3,000
extras places in academies and
new 6th forms.

Performance indicators released
by the HE Statistics Agency
(HESA), which compare the extent
to which graduates of different
universities have found employ-
ment, rating this also against
benchmarks for each institution,
show that: the proportion of
graduates assumed to be unem-
ployed fell from 7 per cent in the
period 2002-03 to 5.7 per cent in
2006-07; however, in the same
period the overall graduate
employment rate rose only from
62.9 per cent to 63 per cent; the
proportion of those who were still
engaged in full-time study (eg on
postgraduate courses) six months
after graduation remained at 14.8
per cent; the proportion both
studying and employed rose from
7.9 per cent to 8.4 per cent;
institutions falling below their
benchmarks included London Met.
(82 per cent of graduates em-
ployed against a benchmark of
89.3) and London South Bank
(83.4 against 89.6).

A 49-page report on its own
workings commissioned by the
LSC from consultants TFPL,
produced in February but still
officially unpublished, reveals a
widespread lack of coordination
and of data- and expertise-sharing.

It emerges that, contrary to Quality
Assurance Agency (QAA) advice,
the University of Wales is validat-
ing (mainly distance-learning,
hence international) ‘degrees’
awarded by the Indiana-based
Trinity College of the Bible and
Theological Seminary, which is not
recognised by either the US
Department of Education or
Council for HE, and from which
two previous UK partners -
Liverpool University and Canter-
bury Christ Church University -
have dissociated themselves.
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A UUK report, Admissions: the
Higher Education Sector’s Plans
for Change, says that problems
remain about the idea of moving to
a post-qualification admissions
system for undergraduates,
including that moves to compress
applications processing into a
period between A-level results
coming out and the start of the
academic year could lead to wrong
choices both by students and
admissions tutors, and hence to
more dropouts.

The Government announces a
total of £397m of HE research
funding to be distributed through
the Large Facilities Capital Fund,
including £92.5m for the Diamond
Light Source facility in Oxfordshire,
£65m for the Daresbury Science
and Innovation Campus in
Cheshire, £67m for molecular
biology at Cambridge, and £65m
for a next generation
supercomputer.

At a meeting of the Commons
Innovation, Universities and Skills
Select Committee, chairperson
Phil Willis tells QAA CEO Peter
Williams: ‘But you have no teeth,
do you?’ (The hearing follows
comments made by Williams
during June, in which he called the
degree classification system
‘arbitrary and unreliable’ and
‘rotten’.)

Arts and Humanities Research
Council research director Shearer
West tells a conference on funding
that: ‘the spectre of bibliometrics
arouses more anger and anxiety
than just about any of the myriad
forms of assessment we have
been subjected to since the
1980s’.

A meeting of the UCU branch at
Coventry University votes to reject
management proposals on pay
and to ballot for action if manage-
ment does not return to the
negotiating table. (The vice-
chancellor, Madeleine Atkins, has
written directly to lecturers in an
attempt to get them to accept a
new pay structure, described by

UCU general secretary Sally Hunt
as: ‘these ill thought-out and
insulting proposals’.)

Week beginning 21/7/08

Lynne Sedgmore, CEO of the
former Centre for Excellence in
Leadership (CEL), is now to be
executive director of the 157
Group of large and ‘successful’ FE
colleges. Stoke on Trent College
principal Graham Moore will chair
the group.

Findings of an internal survey of
staff at De Montfort University,
conducted earlier this year on the
basis of a Health and Safety
Executive (HSE) framework for
measuring workplace stress, to
which a total of 1,061 staff, of
whom 433 were academics,
responded, include: 169 staff
altogether, including 72 academ-
ics, agreed with a statement that
they were ‘always, often or
sometimes bullied’ at work.

Points in press coverage of a
nationwide survey by the former
Construction Industry Training
Board (CITB), now the sector skills
council and called
ConstructionSkills, of employers in
the light of the slump in house
building, include: one of the largest
house builders, Persimmon, which
took on 40 apprentices last year, is
to take none this; Barratt Develop-
ments took on 180 last year and
will take none this; the proportion
of construction sector workers over
60 has risen from 4 per cent in
1990 to 9 per cent now; the
proportion under 30 has fallen
from 36 per cent to 25 per cent in
the same period; house building
makes up 14 per cent of UK
construction output; Mark Farrar,
due to become ConstructionSkills
CEO in September, says large
public sector construction projects
have not so far been affected by
the slump.

Points in a TES article on prison
education include: the private

training provider A4c recently
threatened to end its 3-year
contract to provide education in
Kent prisons, on the grounds that it
had experienced a £900,000
shortfall, but has now accepted an
improved offer from the LSC;
Lewisham College has given three
months notice (ie running till
October) that it will terminate a
year early its three-year contract to
provide education in Belmarsh and
Brixton prisons; this means that
lecturers in Brixton face the
prospect of a third employer in 3
years.

The QAA will from early 2009 bring
in a scheme in which it will pay up
to 100 students £2,400 a year to
help audit their own institutions.

Commenting on a a Conservative
Party green paper on post-16
education, shadow DIUS secretary
David Willetts says the Tories will,
if elected, replace the LSC with a
system ‘which involves a single
funding agency modelled on the
old FEFC’. (The FEFC operated
from incorporation in 1993 until
replaced by the LSC in 2001.
Willetts ‘remains sceptical’ [TES]
about raising the leaving age to
18.)

The UCU branch at the University
of Wales, Lampeter, is to ballot for
industrial action over compulsory
redundancies.

Points in a report by the Edge
Foundation on vocational qualifica-
tions completed last year in the UK
include: more than 3.25 million
qualifications were completed, up
from 1.5 million five years ago; FE
colleges are responsible for half of
this figure; 155,000 qualifications
were obtained by school students,
either in colleges or in schools.

Interviewed by Evan Davis on
Radio 4’s Today programme,
Conservative HE spokesperson
David Willetts says that the Tories’
desire to reduce the number of
young people not in employment,
education or training (the so-called
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NEETs) is: ‘part of a far bigger
ambition to produce more mar-
riageable working-class men, more
stable families and less crime’.

In a speech, DIUS minister John
Denham says the Government is
to make a ’universal offer’ of
financial support that will result in
free training/education to level 3
for everyone under 25, including
via workplace schemes.

Week beginning 28/7/08

HEFCE figures show that between
2003-04 and 2006-07: the total
numbers employed in universities
in England rose by 9 per cent,
from 275,000 to 300,000; the
proportion of academic staff with
permanent contracts rose from 63
to 70 per cent; the proportion of
permanent academic staff who
were female rose from 35 to 38
per cent; the median salary for all
permanent full time academic staff
rose by 13 per cent, reaching
£41,000; within this, the 2006-07
median for professors was
£62,000, whereas that for lecturers
was £37,000; the median for all
support staff in 2006-07 was
£21,000, up 16 per cent over
2003-04.

Colchester Institute is to merge
with Braintree College of FE.

The annual report of Cambridge
University’s Board of Scrutiny (ie
internal financial watchdog)
reveals that, once income from
Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge Assessment (ie the
umbrella organisation that includes
the awarding body OCR) and
trusts) is stripped out, the
University’s surplus for the current
year is £1.4, compared with £6.5m
last year.

A report by Help the Aged, based
on a survey to which 1,000 people
aged 65 or over responded,
criticises government cuts which
have resulted in the loss of 1.4
million adult education places.

An Ofsted report on Newcastle
College finds that the merger with
the former Skelmersdale College,
judged in 2006 to be failing, has
been good for the latter, and that
the leadership provided by union-
bashing Newcastle principal Jackie
Fisher has been ‘inspirational’.
(Newcastle’s area of control now
includes two probation services.)

Points in a THE article on the
situation at the University of East
London (UEL) include: the vice
chancellor, Martin Everett, is on
indefinite leave; it seems that in
fact he has been suspended, by a
meeting of governors on 8/7/08; no
UEL employee was present at this
meeting; neither staff nor student
governors were told that this
meeting was to take place; the
suspension was apparently for
‘lack of leadership’; one governor,
Gillian Slater, has resigned
because she disagrees with
Everett’s suspension.

DIUS minister John Denham has
told Salford, Eccles and Pendleton
Colleges, which had planned to
merge this August, that they must
come up with a new proposal. (A
policy paper, Further Education
Colleges: Models for Success,
setting out new criteria for mergers,
is due shortly.)

Points in a THE article on the
situation at the University of Wales,
Lampeter, include: vice-chancellor
Robert Pearce went on sick leave
in the week beginning 21/7/08 and
the pro vice-chancellor Barry
Burnham has relinquished this
role, with the result that the finance
director, Gwyndaf Tobias, is now
running the institution; the draft of
a report prepared by consultants
HWCA emphasises the lack of a
‘coherent, well-expressed, widely
accepted strategy’; according to a
UCU source, the final report
recommends merger with another
institution unless a new manage-
ment team can make improve-
ments quickly.

UCU has written to Brunel Univer-
sity management seeking clarifica-

tion of cuts in hourly paid lecturing
and the consequent increase in
full-time workloads. (Management
is attempting to make a 2 per cent
saving on staff salaries in order to
address a £7.9m deficit.)

Week beginning 4/8/08

Information obtained by THE from
145 of the 159 HE institutions
known to have made Research
Assessment Exercise (RAE)
submissions in the current round
shows that at least 190 academics
have appealed against being
excluded from the RAE, and 58 of
these appeals have been suc-
cessful.

Following an £8m advertising
campaign, £313m of the £520m
Train to Gain budget for last year
was spent. The unspent figure (ie
£207m) is up from £100m unspent
in the previous (first) year of the
scheme.

Figures revealing the endowments
held - and also the endowment
income - for universities in 2006-
07 show the top ten as follows:
Cambridge £900.8m in total
endowments, £53.6m in endow-
ment income; Oxford £630.8m and
£28.2m respectively; Manchester
£145.5m and £15.6m; Edinburgh
£216m and £14.9m; Liverpool
£133.6m and £12.5m; Imperial
College £57.6m and £11.2m;
Surrey £79.7m and £9.9m; Leeds
£59.7m and £9.7m; University
College London (UCL) £105.1m
and £9m; King’s College London
£119.4m and £8.8m.

Lifelong Learning UK figures for
2006-07 indicate that ‘up to’ 16 per
cent of the FE teaching workforce
were in that year enrolled on LSC-
funded courses leading to teacher
training qualifications - thought to
equate to about 14,000 people. As
a result of the government’s focus
of funding priorities on level 2
qualifications, it now seems likely
that this number of lecturers may
be prevented from doing the level
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3 Preparing to Teach in the
Lifelong Learning Sector qualifica-
tion,  which by 2010 will be
compulsory for all new entrants.
On the other hand, HEFCE
funding for pre-service PGCE (FE)
courses will continue, with the
result that lecturers coming directly
from industry will be discriminated
against. Institute for Learning (IFL)
deputy chief executive Lee Davies
comments: ‘It shouldn’t be an
accident of where you do your
learning - in higher education or an
LSC-funded institution - that
determines whether your qualifica-
tion is funded or not’.

Oxford University is planning to
spend £29m on a new book
depository in Bosney Mead, West
Oxford, in which books will be
stored in cardboard containers
vulnerable to water damage from a
sprinkler system.

About 40 out of the 200 UCU
employees are taking voluntary
redundancy this summer, at a cost
to UCU of about £1m. Former
NATFHE staff doing this include
head of communications Paula
Lanning, HR deputy director Trudy
Mackie and London regional
official Jenny Goulden.

Goldsmith’s College, University of
London is in talks with the private
provider INTO over possible
outsourcing of English-language
and pre-university courses.

A report by the data analyst
Evidence, published by DIUS,
reveals that in 2007 British
academics produced 79,784
research papers, second only to
the US, and constituting 8.63 of all
such papers produced in the world
in that year.

HEFCE is to phase out the £15m a
year Overseas Research Students
Awards Scheme (ORSAS) by
2011.

An analysis by the credit rating
firm Standard & Poor’s of 25 UK
universities includes the comment
that increased global competition

could see some universities
‘ceasing to exist’.

OU East Midlands director Gordon
Lammie attends a disciplinary
hearing, thought to be
management’s response to a
speech he made to a conference
of tutors on 26/6/08, in which he
read out comments by staff tutors
criticising the requirement being
placed upon them to discontinue
the contracts of associate lecturers
who have reached the age of 65,
and then reportedly spoke of a
breakdown of trust resulting from
the university’s new criteria for
allowing people to work beyond
this age.

Former (2002) NATFHE president
and one-time leftwing NATFHE
activist Gerard Kelly dies on 2/8/08
of liver failure at 40.

Week beginning 11/8/08

Points in a THE feature about the
sudden departure from Oxford
University of its pro vice chancellor
for development and external
affairs Jon Dellandrea include:
Dellandrea was recruited in 2005
by vice chancellor John Hood,
after Dellandrea had raised £500m
in funding for the University of
Toronto; it is likely that Dellandrea
has left because he disagreed with
a requirement on the part of
California-based venture capitalist
Michael Moritz that the latter’s old
college, Christ Church, to which
Moritz has recently given £25m,
move £100m from its endowments
into a new centrally managed
investment fund, Oxford University
Asset Management (OUAM);
Oxford’s total endowments exceed
£3bn; however, ‘only’ £680m of
this is held by the University
centrally, with the remaining
£2.7bn held by colleges.

A spokesperson for DIUS insists
that the policy, announced in June
in the joint DIUS/DWP policy paper
Work Skills, of forcing unemployed
people to have their skills as-
sessed and undergo training etc,

will still be introduced, despite the
findings of a DWP survey, based
on responses from 100-plus
unemployed people, which
concludes: ‘All programmes should
be offered on a voluntary basis’.

Commenting on the 28-page DIUS
document Further Education
Colleges - Models for Success, in
which tighter criteria than hitherto
are set out for approval of college
mergers, consultant Mick Fletcher,
joint author with former Lambeth
College principal Adrian Perry of
the recent Centre for British
Teachers (CfBT) By Accident or
Design report, says: ‘Colleges
want to get into a strong position,
but the department wants a lot of
weaker providers fighting like rats
in a sack’. (By Accident or Design
suggested that the average
inspection grade for a college with
an annual budget of £35m was
likely to be half a grade higher
than that for one with a budget of
£5m.)

Commenting on the Models for
Success report, Peter Taverner,
principal of the recently merged
Manchester College, says: ‘Some
of the mergers coming forward
were more about the egos of
principals leading them or, frankly,
they were about the retirement
plans of some of the college
leaders’.

Harlow College has appointed an
ex-student, former News of the
World and Hello! magazine editor
Phil Hall, to act as an ‘ambassa-
dor’ for its journalism courses.

Race in Leadership, an internal
report on Manchester University
prepared by Professor Aneez
Esmail, concludes that the institu-
tion had: ‘failed at an institutional
level to effectively address the
issues of equality faced by many
black and ethnic minority staff’.

At a ‘summit meeting’ on appren-
ticeships, representatives of
colleges, employers and the
Government agree to scrap
existing requirements for training
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providers to keep paper records
for six years, provide monthly
reports and undergo multiple
inspection visits.

A UUK report claims that there is
no evidence that top-up fees have
had ‘any lasting effect on the level
or pattern of demand’ for full time
undergraduate education.

Ofsted issues a favourable report
on Doncaster College, judged in
the summer of 2007 to be ‘inad-
equate’.

Leeds Metropolitan University
governors announce that, for the
fourth successive year, fees will be
capped at £2,000.

Week beginning 18/8/08

Figures published by the Joint
Council for Qualifications show
that, though students were entered
for a total of 837,052 A-level
exams this summer, only 827,737
grades were published. (The 9,315
discrepancy is thought to reflect
candidates not turning up for all
their papers and/or deciding not to
‘cash in’ their results - in order to
avoid an anticipated poor outcome
going on their record. However,
press announcements about
success rates etc are based on
the lower figure.)

A THE analysis based on figures
for the financial year 2007-09 from
six of the seven main research
councils (ie excluding the Science
and Technology Facilities Council,
data from which had not yet been
released) and on all HE institutions
except for the ten making the
fewest grant applications, reveals
that the top 20 institutions secured
nearly two thirds of the total
number of research grants
awarded by these councils. These
20 institutions comprise 18 Russell
Group universities plus Durham
and York. Oxford, the institution
receiving the highest total number
of grants, got 194. In contrast, the
lowest number obtained by any

institution in the list was 0, by the
University of Teesside.

AOC quality manager Joy Mercer
quotes as evidence of improved
FE teaching Joint Council for
Qualifications figures, which show
that between 2002 and 2008 A-
level pass rates in colleges (ie
including 6th form colleges) have
risen more than pass-rates in
comprehensive schools with 6th
forms (for A grades, 4.6 and 3.9
per cent respectively) . However,
the equivalent percentage for
private school candidates is 9.1.

Some academics at Nottingham
University express concern about
a memo sent by pro vice-chancel-
lor Chris Rudd, in which the latter
defines ‘public engagement’ as
‘The range of activities of which
the primary functions are to raise
awareness of the university’s
capabilities, expertise and profile
to those not already engaged with
the institution’ - on the grounds
that this would be the same as
marketing. (The form of words
originates with management
consultants.)

According to UCAS, 340,105
university applicants had places
confirmed on the morning of A-
level results day this year, up 9.1
per cent on 2007.

Another UEL governor, Raj
Loomba, expresses disquiet about
the suspension of vice-chancellor
Martin Everett. The UEL UCU
branch has written an open letter
to lay governors asking for a public
statement about the conduct of the
suspension.

In Scotland, UCU pickets a
meeting of the Scottish task force
on the future of FE, in protest at a
proposal that the three bodies
involved in this - Universities
Scotland (ie the vice-chancellors),
the Scottish Funding Council (ie
equivalent to HEFCE) and the
Scottish government - should form
an unaccountable tripartite
advisory body on HE funding.

Week beginning 25/8/08

DIUS accounts for 2007 show that:
the LSC had an overall
underspend of £280m; more than
£200m of this was due to compa-
nies not taking up the training
available through Train to Gain;
DIUS spent £128m over its budget
on grants to help university
students with their living expenses;
in short, the Government diverted
money from FE to HE.

‘The legitimacy of pay and perfor-
mance comparisons: an analysis
of UK university vice-chancellors’
pay awards’, an article written
jointly by Heather Tarbet, an
accounting lecturer at Glasgow
Caledonian University and aca-
demics at Durham and Aberdeen,
published in the British Journal of
Industrial Relations, details their
research as follows. They used
figures on vice-chancellors’ pay
published in the THES between
1995 and 2003 plus figures about
research income and postgraduate
numbers in pre-1992 universities
as well as undergraduate numbers
in post-1992 ones to see if v-cs
were rewarded for observable
improvements. They found that the
pay increases were not related to
such improvements, but rather
were simultaneously pushed up by
comparisons with private sector
CEOs and held down by remu-
neration committees’ not wanting
to offend academic opinion by
giving v-cs too much. Other
findings include: v-cs’ pay rose on
average by 39 per cent (£40,000)
between 1997 and 2002; university
income rose by 30 per cent in the
same period; also in the same
period, private sector CEOs’ pay
rose by an average of £140,000.

UCAS figures for the period up to
20/8/08 show that by then a record
375,100 people had secured
places on undergraduate courses,
representing 8.4 per cent more
acceptances than at the same
point in 2007.
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TTTTThis summer’s residential training event for NUT
representatives in sixth form colleges (SFCs)

was the first in what is intended as a regular annual
briefing for SFC reps, rather than a training event
aimed at new or inexperienced reps. The idea was
to attract reps from s much larger number of the
100 or so colleges. In this respect the course was
successful, with reps attending from roughly a third
of colleges - far more than in previous years - and a
real hope of developing an annual event attracting
reps from a majority of SFCs in future years.
    The course was held at the NUT’s own centre of
Stoke Rochford, just south of Grantham. The
rebuilding after the fire a few years ago should be
complete by next summer, when the full attractions
of the venue can be experienced again. With
generous breaks, good food and a well-stocked
bar, those attending courses at Stoke Rochford
have an excellent opportunity to share experiences
and forge links. With no national workload agree-
ment yet for SFCs, unlike schools, this opportunity
to compare notes on issues such as teaching
hours, class size, reporting procedures and cover
arrangements was a key strength of the course.

Organising

Over two days, from lunchtime on Monday 2 to
midday on Wednesday 4 June, the four sessions of
the course covered things like organising on
workload issues, changes and prospects for pay
and pensions, the 14-19 curriculum and the future
of the SFC sector. The final session looked at key
current issues and how to take things forward. With
the feedback from those who attended this year,
next year’s briefing session should reflect what
those working in SFCs see as the important issues.
    For me, as an NUT rep there was much I wanted
to know about what happens in other colleges. Is
being expected to teach twenty three and a half
hours per week normal? Do other colleges operate
a maximum class size - and if so, what is it? Do

they have to be on premises if not teaching? How
much and what sort of cover are they expected to
do? And given the workload agreement for schools
referring to no ‘more than one report on each
student in each academic year’ and the current
review of reporting procedures where I work, are
students in other SFCs also expected to write three
reports on year 12 students? It was enlightening, if
not always encouraging, finding out what happens
elsewhere from fellow trade unionists, rather than
relying on assurances from senior management.
For those of us engaged in regular consultation and
negotiation at local level this knowledge can be
invaluable; and while the union does carry out
useful surveys of members on these issues, there
is no real substitute for talking to other teachers.

Benefits

The course made me think a bit more clearly about
things that have not come up as ‘issues’ recently
where I teach, such as the benefits of formalising
consultation arrangements at college and pushing
for some facilities time. It also got me thinking
about matters I’d managed to ignore so far, such as
the likely changes associated with the 14-19
curriculum, particularly the new diplomas.
    While such a course tends to gloss over the
reasons why we still have to fight so hard to main-
tain halfway decent pay and conditions, this is not a
major criticism, as the thrust of the course was
about organising and giving SFC reps the chance
to meet and gain support from their peers. We all
came away with a clearer idea of what we needed
to do back in our own colleges, and with a list of e-
mail contacts in other colleges to help us keep in
touch on a more frequent basis. If you teach in a
SFC, get your NUT rep (or someone else who
wants to do a bit more with the union) to come next
year. The more colleges that are represented, the
more valuable the sessions are likely to be.

NeNeNeNeNew Nw Nw Nw Nw N.U.U.U.U.U.T.T.T.T.T..... tr tr tr tr training faining faining faining faining fororororor
SSSSS.F.F.F.F.F.C.C.C.C.C..... r r r r reeeeeps a successps a successps a successps a successps a success
Mike Pratt reports on the recent event at Stoke Rochford
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OOOOOn 8/9/07, NTU branch officers were called to a
meeting with HR Director Rachel Creamer

and Head of Employee Relations and Reward,
Chris Cox, and informed that NTU wished to review
the existing (1999) Recognition and Procedures
Agreement. Management said the investment of
funds in time off for union duties for branch officers
did not represent ‘value for money’ and that, as well
as scaling back on this, they wished to change the
way in which NTU did business with UCU. Branch
officers agreed to participate in three working party
meetings under the auspices of the Joint Consulta-
tive Committee (JCC) and report back to the latter
in December 2007. These meetings began on 24/
10/07, and continued into January 2008. After this,
a formal negotiating committee was established by
the JCC, with meetings taking place from April
2008.
    The most important elements of NTU’s proposals
were to: replace existing Common Interest Groups
and JCC with a new Employee Information and
Consultative Forum (EICF) and a new Employee
Negotiating Forum (ENF); incorporate non-trade
union employee representatives in the EICF; cut
facility time by 85 per cent.
    The working party comprised two UCU reps, two
from Unison and one from GMB, the sole NTU rep
being Chris Cox. Progress was slow, due, firstly, to
the severity of the NTU proposals, to which all three
unions voiced their opposition. (All three held an
identical position throughout the five Working Party
meetings.) Secondly, NTU initially wished to start
from a blank page, whereas the unions held that
the 1999 agreement remained in force until re-
negotiated and hence should be the basis for
discussion. This was agreed and the meetings
worked through the existing Agreement section by

section, with NTU signalling where it wanted
changes. In most cases the unions responded by
affirming that they did not support significant
revision. After four meetings, the gap between the
two sides remained substantial.
    Two days before the final meeting (on 25/1/08)
and despite an undertaking to make full documen-
tation available in advance, NTU presented a single
hard copy of their proposals. Then straight after the
meeting Cox wrote to express frustration at the
‘lack of active partnership working by the trade
unions’ and the ‘failure of the trade unions to
contribute to the Working Group through the
presentation of justified alternative proposals’!
    Formal negotiations started on 15/4/08. After the
first meeting, Cox wrote to UCU to express his
disappointment that NTU ‘were unable to have
consideration of specific proposals from you’. (UCU
has all along maintained that, since management
initiated the review, there is no onus on the union to
come with proposals.) NTU and UCU also at-
tempted to explore and resolve a number of ‘lesser’
issues. These included NTU demands: that the
unions agree a single ‘lead spokesperson’ to put
the union position at the ENF; that union reps be
elected from internal constituencies stipulated by
management; that IECF members be subject to a
confidentiality clause and to the disciplinary proce-
dure if they breach it; that management be allowed
to select delegates to attend meetings based on the
agenda of the meeting, but that union reps must be
the same throughout. While these and other issues
remain unresolved, the main areas of dispute
revolve around three areas.
    First, as regards areas that should be subject to
negotiation as opposed to consultation, some
progress has been made, but UCU remains

Action nearAction nearAction nearAction nearAction nears ins ins ins ins in
Nottingham Nottingham Nottingham Nottingham Nottingham TTTTTrrrrrententententent
de-rde-rde-rde-rde-recoecoecoecoecognition strgnition strgnition strgnition strgnition strugugugugugggggglelelelele
We print here an edited version of material from the Nottingham Trent University UCU branch website
giving the background to this crucial dispute. Commenting on the employer’s behaviour, UCU general
secretary Sally Hunt said in July: ‘The university can rest assured that it will feel the full force of the
national union if it persists in trying to dicate the terms of the recognitionagreement’.
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concerned that NTU thinks that a new system of
Performance Development Review, for example,
requires only consultation.
    Secondly, on non-trade union representatives,
NTU has claimed that it seeks to ‘introduce an
inclusive model of employee relations with its entire
staff’. UCU fully supports this objective, which does
not require a new union recognition agreement.
However, UCU cannot be a party to a recognition
agreement in which non-trade union ‘representa-
tives’ have a central role in the collective bargaining
structure. UCU has repeatedly explained to NTU
that it is contrary to the very nature of a collective
agreement for non-trade union employees to be
party to a formal agreement between an employer
and unions. NTU proposes to abandon the Lectur-
ers’ Common Interest group - ie the forum at which
changes to the Academic Contract are currently
negotiated. In effect all the university’s academic
staff as currently covered by local and national
collective bargaining would be marginalised out of
the process. We have sought to offer an alternative
mechanism but management have rejected it.
Further, the NTU proposals include provision for the
EICF to review the whole Collective Information,
Consultation and Negotiation Framework that they
have proposed. It is unacceptable that a body in
which non-trade union ‘representatives’ outnumber
UCU branch officers would review an agreement
which determines the terms and conditions of
academics and the terms upon which UCU is
recognised.
    Thirdly, on facility time, the current Agreement
allows for combined NATFHE/AUT facility time of
2,222 Standard Teaching Duties (STD) hours. It is
several years since this full allocation has been
made by the University. In May 2008, the UCU
Branch Secretary wrote to the HR Director request-
ing a total of 1744 hours STD for UCU activities,
representing a 21.5 per cent shortfall on what UCU
was entitled to claim.
    Management’s facility time proposals would give
UCU 850 ‘flat hours’, ie, hours not (as is common
practice) detailed as STD, and therefore not subject
to a multiplier ratio of STD to Teaching Related
Duties (TRD). While a standard STD:TRD ratio has
yet to be agreed for union duties, this proposal
represents a cut of about 85 per cent cut in the time
provided in the 1999 Agreement. These 850 ‘flat
hours’ equate to a cut of 80.5 per cent on the
number of hours that UCU had requested for 2008-
09. NTU also sought stipulations that would restrict
how these reduced hours could be allocated to
union reps. This would effectively stop academics
with teaching commitments taking part in collective
bargaining negotiations or even the proposed
consultative forum.

    In an effort to justify their intended cuts, manage-
ment presented to UCU a document detailing what
they considered to be the cost to NTU of servicing
the current Agreement. They claimed that in 2006-
07 NTU had paid £190,382 for UCU officers. UCU
showed that these figures were wrong. Firstly, the
hours detailed against individual branch officers
typically over-estimated the hours allocated and
incorporated into individuals’ workload spread-
sheets. Secondly, NTU had multiplied the total
allocation by the part-time lecturer’s rate of around
£35 an hour, rather than applying this only to the
hours that form STD. The cost was thereby shown
to be about £74,380, a ‘saving’ of £116,000 on what
NTU claimed to have been paying!
    Management then asked UCU to present a
proposal for facility time in line with similar sized HE
institutions. In response, UCU undertook a consul-
tative exercise in which full time officials looked at
agreements elsewhere, taking into account the size
and number of campuses, the size of staff groups
and membership density. As a result, UCU pro-
posed that NTU provide for two Full Time Equiva-
lents (FTEs) plus an additional FTE for health and
safety duties. This proposal for a total of 1,500
hours STD represented a 14 per cent cut on what
UCU had requested for 2008-09, and a 32.5 per
cent cut on the Agreement figure of 2,222 hours.
    Management rejected this on the spot, and
negotiations quickly reached an impasse.
Under pressure, UCU negotiators then came back
with a proposal for two FTEs plus 70 STD hours for
health and safety. This revised proposal (for a total
of 1,270 STD hours) represents a 27 per cent cut
on what UCU had requested for 2008-09 and a 43
per cent cut on the Agreement. After briefly consid-
ering it, management said that it was unacceptable,
and that their ‘final’ offer (from 2009-10 onwards)
was 1,100 ‘flat hours’. This represents a cut of
about 80 per cent on the Agreement and looks to
be much the worst offer by any UK university.
    Management next pressed UCU to come back
with a detailed justification for our claim based on
work done by branch officers during 2007-08, and
in the interests of transparency UCU agreed.
Branch officers reviewed all activities undertaken as
part of their role, including meetings with members,
meetings with management, representation,
negotiations, consultations, time on the phone to
members and answering emails from members.
The resulting figure was about 1600 STD hours,
and negotiators submitted a document supporting a
claim for1500 hours STD. This too was rejected.
    UCU have provided a detailed justification for our
claim for two FTE’s plus additional time for health
and safety work. In addition, we have alerted NTU
to the need for time for branch officers to work with
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management on the implementation of the NFA [ie
the national framework agreement on salaries Ed.].
This involves advice and guidance to members
embarking on the appeals process, assistance in
the completion of role descriptor forms, member-
ship of matching and job evaluation panels, and
meetings with management to discuss implementa-
tion issues. Despite promises made by NTU during
2007-08 - and unlike in other universities - no time
was allocated for this. Given NTU’s size and
complexity (spread across three campuses), two
FTEs is in step with comparable institutions.
Furthermore, UCU membership at NTU is high
(about 80 per cent of full-time academic staff).
    Through many months of discussion, then, NTU
have in effect moved from their opening demand for
an 85 per cent cut in facility time to their final
demand for an 80 per cent one. In contrast, UCU
has moved to a point where it has offered to accept
a cut of up to 43 per cent.
    By imposing such a massive cut, NTU would
effectively restrict UCU reps to attending a minimal
number of meetings with management, and make it
virtually impossible for branch officers to provide
advice and guidance to members. At the same
time, recent years have seen a huge expansion in
the number of HR personnel employed by NTU. We
now have college HR departments, corporate HR
and a host of consultants to deal with, and along
with this a rise in casework. Issues which would
previously have been resolved quickly are now
drawn into the bureaucratic structure, adding to
officers’ workload. Rapid turnover of staff in some
HR posts has not helped. Granted that the new HR
structure may be taking time to bed down, it looks
inevitable that restricting the assistance that branch
reps can offer to members will mean more case-
work remaining unresolved, and hence going out
for external intervention and into the courts.
    In a letter to UCU dated 4th July, management
state that they are terminating the current Agree-
ment with effect from 30/9/08. With no negotiated
alternative in place, this is in effect to derecognise
the union. Management’s statement that it will
‘continue to recognise UCU on the same terms as it
has previously, for consultation and negotiation, and
collective bargaining purposes’ is clearly incorrect.
Furthermore, they have made it clear that ‘no pre-
agreed time off will be allocated [for trade union
duties] for the year 2008-2009’. The Agreement
stipulates that nine months notice by either party is
required to terminate it. In claiming that three
months constitutes ‘a reasonable period of notice’,
NTU is breaching the Agreement and engaging in
an utterly dishonourable action.
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If people fail in life, then they do not deserve to be helped.

An ideal society is like an ideal family; everyone should be
looked after, whatever they have done.

Providing welfare benefits is good because it is a way of
redistributing wealth from rich to poor.

Giving people state handouts stops them from taking respon-
sibility for their own lives.

Welfare benefits should only be given to people who deserve
them.

Taxing people to pay for welfare is ‘legalised theft’.

The welfare system should be like a safety net.

The state should look after its citizens ‘from the cradle to the
grave’.

People should be expected to do something in return for
receiving benefits.

There is something shameful about claiming state benefits.

The aim of this exercise is to encourage students to
understand and discuss the concept of welfarism. The
statements are designed to cover the whole spectrum
of political attitudes to welfarism from anarcho-capital-
ism (‘every person for him/herself ’), through
communitarianism and democratic socialism (‘hand-ups,
not handouts’, ‘helping people to help themselves’), to
socialism (‘from each according to his/her ability, to each
according to his/her need’).
    This session could be used in a Government and
Politics class, or else as part of a general discussion
about what society should be like. Classroom discus-

sions on this topic can be quite controversial as the
room may well contain some people prepared to be very
negative about ‘social security scroungers’ at the same
time as some people whose families are dependent on
benefits to survive. One often-repeated view is that the
country is full of people sitting around all day and doing
really well on benefits; anyone who claims this should
be challenged to produce more than anecdotal evi-
dence!
    Ask your students, in groups or individually, to say
whether they agree with the statements below,and then
discuss.

 Yes                  No               ?

Philippe Harari
TTTTThe whe whe whe whe welfelfelfelfelfararararare stae stae stae stae statetetetete
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Post-16 educators have justifiably criticised
government moves towards loading under

qualified teaching assistants and learning centre
assistants with the duties of fully qualified teachers.
Yet as a disabled New Deal survivor and former
Certificate in Lifelong Learning Sector part-time
student, I feel that post-16 educators need to
acknowledge more that the life experiences and
insights of disadvantaged learners including
jobseekers should be embraced as educational
assets even while the economics of market-driven
education short-change disadvantaged learners.
    My recent experience of the City & Guilds 7304
(CG7304) course that I attended at the London
Borough of Hammersmith and Fulham Adult
Education Service from January to June 2008
made me more aware of the uses and abuses of
SMART objectives in ‘delivering education’ -
objectives that are Specific, Measurable, Achiev-
able, Realistic and Time-limited. I believe that the
abuses of SMART objectives tend to focus in
market-driven economy style on being Specific,
Measurable and Time-limited. New Deal client
advisors at A4e Holloway were talking in SMT
objectives terms when they told ‘over-staying’
Jobseekers Allowance claimants on a mandatory
New Deal Intensive Activities Programme there,
“The more jobs you apply for, the better your
chances. Ten job applications per [5 hours atten-
dance AW] day is good’.
    Such stories are not as likely to feature on the
front page of the Daily Express as ill-informed
stories misrepresenting benefit claimants (Warner,
2004). As a New Deal ‘beneficiary’ at A4e Holloway,
I decided to focus on writing my CG7304 assign-
ments and small business planning rather than
trawl through hundreds of Internet-based job ads. I
maintained my feeling of ‘employment readiness’.
Even if I managed to rattle off ten job applications
per day, how good would the job matches be for
me? And even if I was a good match for one of
those jobs, would not the ‘scatter gun’ approach
actually reduce the quality of my customised CV
and covering letter? A professional presentation
that grabs a reader’s attention favourably can take
several days.

    Yet that number-crunching approach was not the
only way that disadvantaged jobseekers were let
down at A4e. Whereas the CG7304 curriculum
stressed the importance of promoting diversity and
equality, there were no questions on the A4e
referral form with regard to beneficiary’s [sic]
disability status and access requirements. Further,
in so-called ‘soft skills: motivation’ sessions some
beneficiaries [sic] were lectured as by Sir Alan
Sugar in ‘The Apprentice’ - a programme much
venerated by the Client Advisors. I believe that with
some beneficiaries [sic] such treatment could be
harmful.
    SMT targets that have received a much higher
profile are enshrined in the Early Years Foundation
Stage (EYFS) legislation that becomes law in
September 2008. Children as young as 4 are
expected to write in sentences and use punctuation
under the EYFS framework - widely described as a
“toddlers” curriculum.
    This sets 69 goals and more than 500 develop-
ment milestones that children in England should
reach by the age of 5 (Times, 2008).
    EYFS exemplifies SMART objectives as Spuri-
ous, Managerial, Arbitrary and Terminal, in my view.
They take no account of individual differences of
the sort recognised by Myers-Briggs Type Inventory
psychology that many recruiters and careers
advisors work with (Tieger and Barron, 2008). As a
55-year-old disabled person, the arbitrary nature of
these expectations does not surprise me; but what I
find especially horrifying is the legal enshrinement
of the absurd. Presumably when children do not
‘make the grade’, the social model of disability is
overwritten by the medical model. Market-driven
government would interpret this as a cue to put the
‘rejects’ by stages into the hands of legalised
human traffickers such as ‘public service delivery’
company A4e yet again (Personnel Today, 2008)? A
modern day workhouse that also delivers ‘Learn
Direct’?
    Diagnosed at age six-and-a-half with mild
cerebral palsy, I did not learn to read and write until
age eight. In time off school with acute rheumatoid
arthritis - a stress-related condition - I received
quality time coaching from my cousin. Later, I

Alan Wheatley
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received private tuition by the school teacher in
break times when I was held back a year upon my
return to school. My experience of reading and
writing became transformed into a pathway for
information and self-expression. “Each mind has its
own method”, as Emerson wrote. Yet my career
progress has been impeded by a slower learning
pace. I now regard my disability as more connected
with dysphasia (Dyspraxia Foundation) and being
an introvert in an extrovert world (Tieger and
Barron, 2008) than cerebral palsy.
    Linked to my INFP personality type, I learn better
through more self-directed study and applying what
I learn, rather than by focusing on details (Sherfield,
et al, 2005). Previously condemned in pre-Disability
Discrimination Act times as “too slow”, I have been
praised for thorough knowledge and endless
patience with slower learners.
    Yet while much attention has been directed to
getting people off Incapacity Benefit and into paid
work, too little attention has been given to the
barriers regarding getting Jobseekers Allowance
claimants into paid work. The Government tells
disabled people that paid work is the route out of
lifelong poverty. Investment banker and now chief
welfare reform adviser David Freud says that it is
“economically rational” to pay private companies
£62K for each Incapacity Benefit claimant they get
into paid work (Vaux, 2008).
    All of this throws attention away from the fact that
many Jobseekers Allowance claimants are disabled
and have been serially let down by lack of adequate
support. Since 1977 I have been out of salaried
employment but a working-life long volunteer and
occasional part-time waged worker. I have also
been a mature graduate since 1997. As a volunteer,
I have been more secure than as a part-time
worker (Wheatley, 2007).
    While Incapacity Benefit claimants are allowed to
work some hours without it affecting their benefit
entitlement, the £5 per week ‘allowable earnings
entitlement’ for Jobseekers Allowance claimants
means that we are not allowed to work a full hour
per week on national minimum wage without it
affecting our benefit entitlement (Wheatley, 2008).
Thus in terms of Arnold Bandura’s Social Learning
Theory, an external barrier to my incrementally
becoming a paid worker through the modular
approach associated with much adult education
work has been the allowable earnings entitlement
(Luzzo, D.A.; Severy, D.E., 2008: 89-99). That £5
earnings limit has remained in place since 1988
(Hocking, 2006).
    Instructional goals related to attitudes and values
are called affective objectives. In planning instruc-
tion, it is important to consider affective as well as

cognitive objectives. Love of learning, confidence in
learning, and development of prosocial, cooperative
attitudes are among the most important objectives
teachers should have for their students (Slavin,
2000).
    My mother has marvelled that through my
decades of poverty-line living I have not succumbed
to alcohol or drugs abuse. Others have wondered
at how multi-skilled I have become. In some ways,
lack of a formal job description can be liberating -
as can the realisation that a surviving ‘expert
witness’ is a person no longer willing to be a victim.
Also, unlike the ones who set unreasonable
SMART objectives, I realise that “when people are
lonely, it is often because they have built walls
instead of bridges” - or been entombed by barriers
not of their making!
    I value my less measurable affective skills more
than market-driven government does, because
those skills help me feel more alive. The Learning
and Skills Council, by contrast, has a very debilitat-
ing remit of existing only “to make England better
skilled and more competitive” (LSC) in a terminally
cut-throat and unsustainable global market.
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CAFAS Council for
Academic Freedom and
Academic Standards

♦♦♦♦♦ campaigns against the decline in
standards

♦♦♦♦♦ defends individuals against
victimisation

♦♦♦♦♦ gives moral support and legal
advice

♦♦♦♦♦ investigates malpractice and
publishes findings

♦♦♦♦♦ seeks to develop a support
network with unions and other
organisations.

For further information, contact the
Secretary:
Dr John Hewitt, 33 Hillyfields,
DUNSTABLE, Beds LU6 3NS;
john.hewitt22@virgin.net

CAFAS website: www.cafas.org.uk

Written in an accessible and campaigning style, this pam-
phlet affords a valuable context to the introduction of the
first group of specialist diplomas for 14 year olds in Sep-
tember 2008. The diplomas are the latest in a line of failed
initiatives that have sought to provide vocational ‘alterna-
tives’ for those young people staying in full-time educa-
tion and not considered ‘academic’.
    Rather than developing any useful employment skills,
Allen and Ainley argue that their introduction reflects the
changing significance of education in the division and so-

cial control of learners that now extends from school to
college and on to university. Those who are opposed to the
current post-14 agenda must not only put forward radical
alternatives to the current curriculum offer but also, the
authors argue, address issues of democracy and account-
ability. To do this, teacher trade unionists must make new
types of alliances with communities and also with their
students.
    To order copies of this pamphlet at £2 each, visit
www.radicaled.wordpress.com.

A New 14+: Vocational Diplomas and the
Future of Schools, Colleges and Universities
An educational and campaigning pamphlet by Martin Allen and Patrick Ainley

In light of recent events, Critique: Journal of Socialist
Theory will be dedicating a special issue to Freedom of
Speech. Critique is an independent, peer reviewed,
academic journal founded in 1973. We are looking for
high quality scholarly articles on or surrounding, but not
limited to, the following topics:
- Marxism and Freedom of Speech
- Stalinism and the Nature of Control on Freedom of
Expression
- The Question of Socialism and Freedom of Speech
- The Role of Freedom of Speech in Modern Capitalism
- The Impact of the Patriot Act on Freedom of Speech
- The Impact of Terrorism Legislation on Freedom of
Speech
- The Issue of British Control Orders
- Freedom of Speech and Forms of Protest
- The Limits of Academic Freedom in the Current
Epoch.
    Critique: Journal of Socialist Theory welcomes
contributions covering any aspect of Marxist political
economy, philosophy and history. Articles should not
normally exceed 7-8,000 words in length. Articles must
include an abstract of no more than 300 words and a
maximum of 6 key words. Articles will not be consid-
ered for peer review unless they are complete with an
abstract and key words. For further instructions and
advice for authors please visit: http://
www.informaworld.com/critique. For further details
about Critique visit: http://www.critiquejournal.net/.
    The final deadline for articles is March 1, 2009.
Please send articles via email to the editor: Hillel
H.Ticktin, gkfa02@udcf.gla.ac.uk and to the Critique
collective at critique@eng.gla.ac.uk.

CritiqueCritiqueCritiqueCritiqueCritique - - - - -
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TTTTThe Plebs League was founded by students at
Ruskin College in Oxford in 1908. From the

Ruskin strike in 1909, when it first made national
headlines, until its involvement with the Communist
Party in the 1920s, it grew into an organisation with
branches in many parts of Scotland, Wales and
England. To study the Plebs League is not just to
delve into the past but to ask a question which is still
vital today: what relation can and should there by
between education that workers organise for them-
selves and education which is organised for them, for
example by employers, charities or the state?
    Around 1900 a section of the ruling class in Britain
was coming to believe that the old-established
universities must make themselves more accessible
to working-class people, so as to challenge the
spread of Marxist views among them. The favoured
strategy was for the universities to intervene in adult
education (then provided by many different voluntary
organisations) by supplying tutors, correspondence
courses and a system of qualifications which would
give workers access to university entrance. This was
the basic reason for the formation in 1903 of the
Workers’ Educational Association (WEA), and later on
of the Workers’ Educational Trade Union Committee
(WETUC). People flocked to the WEA classes, some
of which were said to be almost like religious revival
meetings.
    Not long before this, two wealthy men (1) from the
States had tried to tackle the same problem by
founding Ruskin Hall, a residential college which was
in Oxford but not part of the University. At the start
they themselves paid for students to attend, but after
1902 trade union sponsorship became more and
more important (although some students were still
paid for by wealthy individuals).
    The fear of socialist ideas was not totally irrational.
It has been estimated that ‘in the . . . years 1900-13
the unions recruited more members than they had
accumulated in their whole previous existence’.

Against a background of big strikes, books such as
Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward, William
Morris’s News From Nowhere, Jack London’s The
Iron Heel and Robert Blatchford’s Merrie England
were being widely read; more technical writings, such
as Auguste Bebel’s Woman, Josef Dietzgen’s The
Positive Outcome of Philosophy and some of the
works of Marx and Engels themselves were finding
working class readers. The largest political
organisation on the Left was the Independent Labour
Party (ILP); its weekly paper The Labour Leader,
which claimed to be selling 50,000 copies in the
1890s, remained influential, as did Blatchford’s
Clarion. There were also two Marxist parties; the
Social Democratic Federation (SDF), with about
15,000 members, and the Socialist Labour Party
(SLP), with almost 1000 (2). In the parliamentary
election of 1906 the Labour Party, founded in 1900 by
an alliance between the ILP, the SDF, the Fabian
Society (a middle class pressure group) and some
major trade unions, won for the first time a significant
number of seats in its own right rather than as an
adjunct of the Liberal Party. Many of the 54 students
at Ruskin College in 1908-09 were either in or close
to one or more of these organisations. However, it
was the SLP whose ideas probably had the biggest
influence over the founding of the Plebs League.
    The SDF was dominated by H.M. Hyndman, the
Marxist businessman who had founded it in the 1880s
and whose money kept its paper, Justice, going.
Hyndman believed that strikes (and indeed any other
kind of involvement in trade unions) would not help
the working class; only political revolution could do
that. This did not stop individual SDF members from
being active in unions, but it did lead to the SDF as a
whole taking a sectarian attitude towards one particu-
lar tendency which was growing amongst activists in
the early 1900s, namely syndicalism. The form of
syndicalism which caught on in England, Ireland,
Scotland and Wales also became one strand within

To mark the centenary of the founding of the Plebs League in October 2008, we reprint here an
article originally published in 1989 in Liberal Education / General Educator. Footnotes correcting
some of the main mistakes in this article have been added by the author. Post-16 Educator hopes
to publish later this year, either as a pamphlet or electronically, a fuller study by the same writer,
based on more extensive research. For details, please contact the editors on:
post16educator@runbox.com or on 0114 243 1999.

Colin Waugh
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the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), which was
founded in Chicago in 1906. The IWW was a coalition
of a number of different groupings, one of which was
the US Socialist Labour Party led by Daniel De Leon.
The aim of the IWW as a whole was to draw all the
workers into ‘one big union’ which would eventually
take over the running of society. This would be
possible because, in the words of the IWW song
‘Solidarity Forever’, ‘without our brains and muscles
not a single wheel can turn’. To some working-class
sections of the SDF, particularly in Scotland, De
Leon’s combination of this faith in industrial action
with Marxist economic analysis, contempt for existing
trade union leaders and tight organisation of the
revolutionary party seemed more relevant to real life
than Hyndman’s approach. In 1903 they broke away
to form the British SLP (3). The influence of De
Leonite syndicalism (4) was later to be seen in many
of the big strikes before 1914, in the shop stewards’
movement that developed during the War and in the
Minority Movement in the 1920s.
    The membership of the SLP was overwhelmingly
working-class, much more so than that of the SDF or
ILP. This meant that it had to produce its own intellec-
tuals, and it developed a distinctive method for doing
so: ‘Our method in the classes was to open with an
inaugural survey of the whole field we proposed to
traverse, and make the workers familiar with the
subject as a whole; the textbooks etc . . .Each student
was given a series of definitions of terms used by
Marx. These had to be studied, memorised and
discussed thoroughly, for perhaps the first four weeks.
The student would study Wage Labour and Capital at
home. At the class we would read it over paragraph
by paragraph. This practice aimed at helping students
to speak fluently and grammatically. At the following
class meetings questions would be put and an-
swered, and the points raised thoroughly understood
by everyone, the results of each lesson being
summarised by the leader. This method was applied
in the same way to industrial history. Later on, simple
lessons in historical materialism and formal logic were
added.’
    Or in another description of the classes held in
Glasgow on Sunday afternoons: ‘We had two and a
half hours tuition; reading out aloud; questions and
answers to last week’s lessons; short discussions and
examination of homework; after which tea was made
and for another hour we talked and discussed freely
on all manner of political and educational subjects. An
hour’s respite and we would repair to Buchanan
Street . . . or Glasgow Green, to hold forth on socialist
propaganda to large audiences who collected there
every Sunday night.’
    To see the point of this method, we need to bear in
mind that most SLP members would have had only a
basic primary schooling, learning by rote in classes of
up to 100, under the threat of physical punishment,
and that any education they had beyond that would
often have taken the form either of isolated private

reading or of listening to adult education lectures.
Rigid though it may have been, the SLP method did
involve discussion, it did emphasise understanding
and it did produce workers who could argue with
confidence in any company.
    The student body at Ruskin College was made up
of working-class men sponsored mainly by trade
unions but in some cases by wealthy individuals; in
1908 it included members of the SDF, the ILP, and
one person, George Harvey, who had just left the ILP
to join the SLP.
    Some of the students began to hold street meet-
ings at the Martyrs’ Memorial in Oxford (5). They also
began to say that much of the Ruskin curriculum was
not relevant to their aims as students. It was not that
they wanted simply to be trained in the techniques of
political or trade union activism - the life-stories of
self-taught activists in this period show how wide their
interests were. It was rather that outside forces were
changing the curriculum in a direction they didn’t like.
The purpose of this change was spelt out in the
document Oxford and Working Class Education, the
report of a joint WEA and Oxford University commit-
tee set up in 1907. It recommended closer links
between the University and Ruskin College; like the
other (non-residential) university extension classes
then being set up in many places, work at Ruskin
should prepare selected working class students to
enter the University; where they would follow a
special two year diploma in Economics and Political
Science. The idea was to foster ‘harmony’ between
the classes by giving workers a ‘broad outlook’,
‘synoptic mind etc, etc. The report put forward several
model syllabuses, including one aimed at helping
university staff to give lectures on economics in which
they themselves would present Marxist ideas (ie
instead of these ideas coming from the floor) and
then ‘refute’ them by quoting from bourgeois econo-
mists.
    Lecturers on loan from the University did in fact do
most of the teaching at Ruskin, and some of them sat
on its governing body. The more ‘non-partisan’ they
could make the curriculum, the more money the
governing body got from landowners, newspaper
proprietors and bourgeois politicians to pay the
college’s running costs. However, most of the stu-
dents were not interested in going on to the Univer-
sity, and as the official curriculum became more and
more ‘non-partisan’ they stopped going to most of the
lectures and instead formed study circles amongst
themselves. The only lectures they did want to hear
were those given by the principal, Dennis Hird.
    Hird was an Oxford graduate and former Anglican
priest but he was also a member of the SDF. Not long
before this he had caused the Chancellor of the
University, Lord Curzon, formerly Viceroy of India, to
walk out of a meeting with Ruskin staff and students
by insisting that Ruskin was a branch of the Labour
movement. This led to the appointment of staff over
Hird’s head and to the chairperson of the college
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governors taking on the role of ‘director of studies’.
Next, Hird was told that he himself must stop giving
lectures on sociology and economics, and stick to
literature and temperance. All the students except
one signed a petition protesting against this ruling.
    The students’ strategy for resisting the University’s
moves was to strengthen Ruskin’s links with the
trade unions. To them, however, the most important
element in the unions was the rank and file, including
not only existing activists but also those who could
be led to become activists by a process of education
and training. Their tactic, then, was to start building a
network of study circles in the most important
industrial areas. These included South Wales,
Clydeside, Lancashire, parts of the Midlands and the
East End of London. In this, they were rapidly and
spectacularly successful.
    They called this network ‘the Plebs League’ (6).
This title wasn’t only an ironical way of expressing
their perception of how the University saw them. It
also referred to De Leon’s pamphlet Two Pages from
Roman History, where he argued that, just as the
Roman tribunes only pretended to speak for the
people (plebs) while actually diverting their anger into
harmless channels, so union leaders now were
‘labour lieutenants of the capitalist class’ (7). So the
title ‘Plebs League’ implied that workers must learn to
speak for themselves.
    Oxford and Working Class Education came out
officially in December 1908. In February 1909 the
students brought out the first edition of their journal
Plebs, spelling out the dangers to the college and
calling for Labour movement support. Although Hird
was apparently not part of this campaign, the gover-
nors sacked him at the end of March, saying that he
had ‘failed to maintain discipline’. The vast majority of
the 54 students then went on strike for a week,
demanding his re-instatement. The strike hit national
headlines. The governors now made two mistakes.
    First, they closed the college for two weeks,
freeing the students to go back to their home areas
and agitate there. Secondly, the scholarship held by
one of the strike leaders, SDF member George Sims,
was withdrawn by the wealthy individual who had
granted it, after he got a letter from the governors.
Sims immediately set about establishing a new
college, which would be answerable to the labour
movement and independent of the University. Called
the Central Labour College (CLC), it opened in
Oxford in September 1909, with Hird as principal.
    Like Ruskin, the CLC offered residential courses of
up to two years, and also correspondence tuition.
First year students were expected to study either
Sociology or Economics plus one other subject
chosen from Evolution, Logic and Rhetoric, Essay
Writing, Industrial History, History of Social Move-
ments, Political and Constitutional History, Political
and Social Problems, and Local Government.
Second year students could study any one or more of
these subjects. All students had to produce one

essay a month in each subject studied. Classes in
Arithmetic, Book-keeping, Modern Languages and
Natural Science were to be laid on as required.
    During the period 1909-1915, the average number
of students at the CLC was 16. However, the Plebs
League had a much bigger influence than this figure
suggests, For example, two of the students (8) who
led the Ruskin strike were the South Wales miners
Noah Ablett and Noah Rees; in 1912 these two wrote
one of the most influential pamphlets in working-class
history, The Miners’ Next Step. And in 1911, along with
A.J. Cook and W.F. Hay, George Daggar and Will
Mainwaring (all of whom were Ruskin/CLC students),
Ablett and Rees had led the South Wales Unofficial
Reform Committee in the great strike against the
Cambrian Combine of coal owners. Again, a study of
the Plebs League in Rochdale has revealed that
between October 1910 and April 1911, classes were
held seven times a week and attended in total by 150
students. This figure is particularly significant in that
Rochdale, because of its long tradition of working
class self-education, was the place where the WEA
had recently set up one of its first and most successful
branches. (The Rochdale Plebs League branch was in
fact started by a former WEA supporter, sent by them
to Ruskin and radicalised there.) As further examples,
at the end of 1917 about 50 trade union branches
were affiliated to the CLC’s northeast region, where 16
classes were running, while a newly established Plebs
League branch in the Glasgow area already had 20
classes.
    In 1911 the College moved to London. By now it
was getting financial support from two newly formed
general unions, the South Wales Miners Federation
and the Amalgamated Society of Railway Servants. Its
governors even felt strong enough to open re-unifica-
tion talks with Ruskin College, but pulled out of these
when Ruskin demanded concessions from the CLC
without offering any itself. Although there were some
disputes between CLC students and staff (and an
attempt to start a women’s college which failed) the
college went on producing worker intellectuals who
became tutors in Plebs League classes in many areas
of the country. Wartime repression did not prevent
this, although the CLC itself was closed from 1917-19.
In 1921 an umbrella organisation, the National Council
of Labour Colleges (NCLC) was set up, to which the
CLC, the Plebs League as a national entity (eg the
magazine Plebs) and the regional ‘labour colleges’ (ie
networks of Plebs League classes) were affiliated.
After one year, nearly 12,000 people were studying
through this network. However, the factors which
eventually led to the decline of the Plebs League were
already at work.
    During the War, national administration of the
League had passed into the hands of a small group of
socialists from middle class backgrounds. When the
Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB) was formed
in 1920, these people all joined it, and at first the
Plebs League was virtually the Party’s educational
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arm. However, at the fourth congress of the Commu-
nist International, held in 1922, it was decided that
national Parties must get a tighter grip on their
educational arrangements and the CPGB set up a
Training Department. A Report on Party Organisation
produced in 1923 stated that the NCLC was ‘hostile
or indifferent to the Party’. This reflected both conflict
with the SLP, only about half of whose members had
gone into the CPGB, and with the NCLC leadership,
all of whom had by this time left the CPGB. Both the
NCLC leadership and the CLC, which by this stage
were quarrelling with one another, were moving to the
right; in 1923. George Sims, one of the original
Ruskin strikers, was replaced as NCLC General
Secretary by J.P.M. Millar, who set about reducing the
autonomy of branches and narrowing the content of
syllabuses in order to attract more trade union
backing. On the other hand, the Plebs League as
such (ie the network of grassroots tutors and classes)
(9) continued for a time to grow, such that by 1925,
when the magazine Plebs published an article
supporting the Left Opposition against Stalin in the
struggle within the USSR, the League had more than
30,000 students, whereas only 800 of the CPGB’s
5000 members were attending the Party’s classes.
Some of the CPGB’s best lecturers in fact continued
to teach NCLC classes, despite the split, and some
branches kept up their affiliation.
    In the downturn after the General Strike, the Plebs
League classes were absorbed into the NCLC
(though the journal continued into the 1930s) (10).
The CLC closed in 1929. Eventually, in the 1960s, the
remnants of the NCLC and the WETUC were brought
together under the TUC Education Department.
    This brief survey of the Plebs League is obviously
very superficial, and it would be necessary both to go
more deeply into exactly how the League functioned
on the ground and to trace in more detail its position
within national and international socialist politics at
different points during its existence. Still, there is no
doubt that for nearly twenty years the Plebs League
acted as a sort of informal united front (11) which
enabled working class activists at the grassroots of
the main Left parties to work together, both to educate
themselves, to resist interference from above and to
put on the agenda a form of education which is still
relevant today.

Sources:
Atkins, John Neither Crumbs Nor Condescension: The Central
Labour College 1909-1915 (Workers’ Educational Association/
Aberdeen People’s Press, 1981)
Challinor, Raymond The Origins of British Bolshevism (Croom
Helm/Rowan and Littlefield, 1977)
Kendall, Walter The Revolutionary Movement in Britain 1900-
21: The Origins of British Communism (Weidenfeld and
Nicolson, 1969)
MacIntyre, Stuart A Proletarian Science: Marxism in Britain
1917-1933 (Lawrence and Wishart, 1986)
Simon, Brian Education and the Labour Movement 1870-1920
(Lawrence and Wishart, 1974)

Notes:

1. It seems likely that the college (initially called
Ruskin Hall) was mainly financed using a legacy left
to the wife of one of these men, Mrs Vrooman.

2. These estimates of membership numbers - espe-
cially those for the SLP - now seem rather high.

3. The specific issue over which the SLP split from
the SDF was Hyndman’s unwillingness to condemn
unreservedly the entry of the French socialist
Millerand into a bourgeois government.

4. The phrase ‘De Leonite syndicalism’ is rather
confusing. De Leon and the SLP, both in the US and
here, were in favour of industrial unionism (ie a single
union organising all the workers in each employment
sector - eg, in FE now, a union for both lecturers and
support staff), and they rejected the syndicalist idea
that socialism could be brought about purely by a
form of union activity. However, it may make sense to
think of some ex-Ruskin militants such as Noah Ablett
(see later) as syndicalists who had been influenced
by De Leon’s ideas.

5. The Martyrs’ Memorial meetings had in fact begun
some years earlier.

6. It would be more correct to say that at this stage
the Plebs League was a support organisation for the
Labour Colleges (ie the classes in South Wales and
elsewhere and, after the strike, the Central Labour
College) founded by - and having as its members -
students at Ruskin in October 1908 plus some
activists who had been students there in the recent
past.

7. The phrase ‘labour lieutenants of the capitalist
class’ was in fact used by US union leaders proudly of
themselves - ie was not invented by De Leon.

8. Ablett had been a student at Ruskin for the two
years preceding the start of the 1908-09 session.

9. By this stage, the Plebs League was a membership
organisation of between 600 and 700 people which
would have included the tutors of these classes but
not the majority of students in them. The classes in
each area were known collectively as its Labour
College - eg The South Shields Labour College, the
Rochdale Labour College etc.

10. Plebs continued in unbroken monthly publication
till 1964 as the journal of the NCLC. When the TUC
abolished the NCLC in 1964, Plebs continued to be
published (by the Young Fabian Society) until 1970,
and a single issue was also produced in 1973.
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TTTTThis summer, cleaners on the London Under
ground, members of the RMT and most of

them black, have taken three days of official strike
action for better pay and conditions. They are the
worst paid and most exploited group of workers on
the tube, employed by the private companies that
have muscled in on the tubes inr ecent years. This
is the first time that cleaning staff on the under-
ground system have engaged in industrial action
and it points to the value of building rank and file
activity within a broad-based union strategy. What
does this action tell us about current debates on the
need for and the formation of genuine rank and file
organisation? Does it have any relevance to the
debate in UCU and the NUT about future
struggles? In the following article, a historical
parallel from a key period of rank and file trades
unionism is recalled.
    In August 1918 an unofficial strike hit the London
Underground for three days. In the last months of
the First World War, women tube workers on
several lines walked out demanding pay parity with
men on ‘war-bonus’ payments - the first ever equal
pay strike on Britain’s railways. Women had only
started working on the underground in 1915 after
the mobilisation of men for the imperialist war but
estimates suggest that some 5,500 women were
employed by the end of the conflict. They became
ticket collectors, lift attendants, porters and, from
1917, station guards and ‘gatemen’ on trains. They
were to be found on the District Railway, the new
tube lines (eg Bakerloo) and the Metropolitan
Railway had 522 female staff by 1919. Others
worked as cleaners and in depot maintenance
doing painting and bill-posting.
    What is remarkable about this strike is that it
took place in war-time, a period intensely
unfavourable to strike action when the press and

government propaganda was extremely hostile to
‘slackers’ and ‘unpatriotic elements’. Why did these
women, the ‘Bakerloo Girls’ as they were dubbed
by the press, so readily adopt a militant approach to
the issue? One ‘Bakerloo Girl’ declared that ‘it is
time the Underground girls had their little bit to say .
. . We are doing the same work as the men and we
want the same money’ (Daily Mirror, 20 August
1918). Over a thousand women and men, many of
them in the National Union of Railwaymen (NUR)
met in Walworth in south London and planned the
strike, including the use of flying pickets which
spread the action along the Bakerloo line and to
other depots. After three days, the strikers started
to return to work and an agreement was reached
for time-and-a-quarter to be paid on Sundays to
women as well as men.
    They were, it should be noted, working on an
incredibly overcrowded system due to the demands
of war. Women bus and tram workers in London
had already gone on strike for six days earlier in
August and, after this strike had spread across
southern and western counties, had achieved a full
back-dated increase. By the end of 1918 Britain
registered the highest number of days lost
(5,875,000) through industrial disputes of the whole
war. So it must have been clear to women transport
workers that strike action was a possible means of
making progress, especially in view of the fact that
the government had been unable to curb industrial
militancy.
    At the same time, the railway system had been
an industrial battleground for at least ten years.
Rank and file action had forced the issue over
union recognition (the Amalgamated Society of
Railways Servants - ASRS) in 1911 with the first
national railway strike and the campaign for an 8-
hour day rumbled on during the war to finally erupt

Dave Welsh
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again in 1919 after two more national strikes.
Underground workers had taken part in the 1911
strike, bringing the City & South London Railway
(Northern line) to a halt and severely disrupting the
Metropolitan Railway. This would suggest that the
new women were responding to a climate of
militancy amongst rank and file unionists in the
NUR, as well as the anger caused by the
government’s use of the Defence of the Realm Act
in 1917 to crush an unofficial strike over the 8-hour
day. It seems likely that the women were also
persuaded to take unofficial action because their
union was not pursuing their grievances effectively
enough, a view that was undoubtedly shared by
many of their union brothers.
    Workplace unionism had made considerable
progress on the railways before the war, generating
a tide of rank and file action. But there was frustra-
tion too, centred on the failure of the various union
leaderships to defend workers and to wage more
effective campaigns for improved pay and condi-
tions, and above all for real collective bargaining
rather than the conciliation schemes favoured by
governments. For the left militants within branches,
for example the Socialist Labour Party (SLP), this
was evidence of mounting discontent with the
‘labour lieutenants of capital’ as the union leaders
were dubbed by De Leon and Lenin. The leader of
the ASRS, Richard Bell, had come in for particular
criticism before the war for his handling of the
threatened strike in 1907 that brought in the ‘concili-
ation boards’ (dubbed confiscation boards by
militants). Five years before, in the aftermath of the
Taff Vale Judgement of 1902, Bell had actually
declared that the decision of the court would force
‘some of the rank and file’ to act more responsibly!
In fact, the pressure from the rank and file was so
great by 1911 that the leaders of the four railway
unions were forced to call a national stoppage over
union recognition.
    Another new force for change was syndicalism.
In 1912 the ASRS had voted for complete control of
the railway industry to be put into workers’ hands -
the first union, it seems, to declare in favour of
workers’ control. Public ownership without workers’
control was attacked by the newspaper the Syndi-
calist Railwayman. It declared that there was ‘little
reason for placing any degree of confidence in the

State as an employer’. The main focus of syndical-
ism was to organise existing unions on industrial
lines, a process highlighted by the formation of the
NUR in 1912 and the negotiations for the creation
of the Triple Alliance of miners, railway workers and
transport workers. For the union leaderships,
however, amalgamations were one way of contain-
ing the rank and file and policing unofficial action.
    The railway unions were also home to an ideo-
logical movement centred on working-class educa-
tion. The Plebs League had been formed in 1909
out of the need to defend and develop Marxist
education. The League established a Central
Labour College to enable students to attend
courses nationally and a journal Plebs (see else-
where in this issue). The unions were an integral
part of the League’s approach and it seems that
these ex-Ruskin students were heavily involved in
the 1911 railway strike. In other words, the concept
of working-class education permeated the NUR in
the years before the war, helping to sustain rank
and file workers who were involved in workplace,
branch and district struggles.

Explosion

If, as one historian has suggested, the trade union
explosion of 1910-1914 challenged the ‘restricted
horizons’ of the labour movement, the ‘tube girls’
quickly adjusted to the new horizons that linked
social and industrial struggles, in other words the
question of equal pay and the role of women. Their
behaviour would therefore be the rule rather than
the exception in these circumstances. The trade
union movement as a whole faced an intensely
hostile environment during the war but was never-
theless able to muster the strength to fight and
tactical advantage to force the employers and
government onto the defensive. Their position was
sustained by strong rank and file organisation even
if this was often purely defensive. The women’s
strike is an example of this general power being
used by an oppressed section of the working class.
    It’s worth considering what would have happened
if a strong socialist party had come out of the years
1910-1918, a party which would have defended
these women from dismissal after the war. Today, in
a period when the formation of new parties is up for
discussion, it is essential to discuss the relationship
between left parties and rank and file trades
unionism. The left of the period 1908-1918 failed to
connect with actual rank and file trades unionism
despite having essentially the right approach. New
parties of the period 2008-2018 need to think
carefully about the lessons of history.
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