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Where are we?

As Andrew McGettigan 
asked on his Critical 
Education blog at the end 

of 2011, noting ‘the government’s 
strategy for higher education . 
. . is wide ranging: dispersed, 
piecemeal and already underway 
in order to rush through change 
by the end of this parliament 
in 2015’. In the haste, he says, 
some things like loans have been 
botched, ‘but that doesn’t nec-
essarily aid those campaigning 
against the reforms’.
    He predicts: ‘primary legisla-
tion in 2012 on universities . . . 
[probably] as a Higher Education 
Bill’. Key measures here will be: 
‘Changes to degree awarding 
powers and the restrictions on 
the use of the “university” title 
including the possibility of allow-

ing bodies that do no teaching, 
such as Pearson plc, to award 
degrees. Introducing a single 
regulatory framework to create 
a “level playing field” for private 
and for-profit providers to com-
pete against the established HE 
institutions. Allowing universities 
to change their corporate form 
more easily so as to be better 
able to access private finance. 
This will involve legislation gov-
erning the charitable status of 
public universities. This is most 
likely to allow ex-polytechnics 
which are ‘higher education 
corporations’ to change to forms, 
such as “company limited by 
guarantee”, which would allow 
them to issue bonds’.
    As he concludes, these meas-
ures ‘extend the new market in 
undergraduate recruitment by 
allowing more operations, while 
tight controls on the overall 
numbers of students are to be 
retained. More outfits fighting for 
the same students’. Adding: ‘Any 
campaigning in 2012 has to be 
aware of these points of lever-
age. It will be a protracted pas-
sage through parliament but it is 
important to take these issues to 
a general public - and they lack 
the headline impact of fees’.
    Two manifestos, also pub-
lished at the end of 2011, are 
perhaps symptomatic of aca-

demic resistance to the Coalition 
Assault on Universities.

A reasoned response

John Holmwood seeks reasoned 
assent to the Campaign for a 
Public University in seven chap-
ters following his own introduc-
tion. With erudition and elegance 
his chapter draws upon the 
legacy of John Dewey in the de-
velopment of university systems 
in the USA and UK to reassert 
‘the principles associated with 
the development of mass higher 
education’ (p19), ‘a university at 
the service of the public’ (p25).
    Michael Burawoy’s chapter, 
consistent with his advocacy 
of public sociology, also views 
‘the university as a critical public 
sphere . . . organising discussion 
about the direction of society’ 
(pp40-41). Nicola Miller and John 
Sabapathy similarly seek ‘a new 
cultural contract for universities’ 
(p53) but their vision of ‘stimulat-
ing communities in which our 
most promising school-leavers 
can become thoughtful and 
engaged adults’ (p55) rather 
follows the ‘single model of the 
university . . . in imitation of the 
richest universities in the West’ 
that Burawoy urged abandoning 
(p41).

Two manifestos, two 
ways forward in the 
fight against fees

Patrick Ainley
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    As the lone scientist in both 
these collections, Philip Moriarty 
on ‘Science as a Public Good’ 
opposes HEFCE [Higher Educa-
tion Funding Council for England] 
and RCUK’s [Research Coun-
cils UK] collusion with univer-
sity management in privatising 
disinterested academic science 
by turning ‘business-facing’ 
universities into ‘business-led’ 
ones (p58) and supports UCU’s 
17,500-strong petition against 
the REF [research excellence 
framework]. Desmond King like-
wise opposes ESRC’s [Economic 
and Social Research Council] 
‘shift toward funding and produc-
ing government-friendly research’ 
(p76), instanced by ‘The Religion 
of Inequality’ described by Ste-
phen McKay and Karen Rolin-
son: ‘policies aimed, not at the 
abatement of class differentials 
but at ensuring their continuation’ 
(p91).
    Diane Reay’s is however the 
only chapter to answer McKay 
and Rolinson’s question why 
the widening access in which 
academics invested so many 
illusions had such little success 
by showing how ‘the historic 
intertwining of the private schools 
with the elite universities . . . 
reproduces inequality’ (p119). 
She therefore seeks changes 
in ‘The university league: from 
premier to third division’ (p116), 
‘disrupting notions of “the best”’ 
(p120) and dispelling ‘the myth of 
social mobility’ (p125). As Camila 
Vallejo, the Chilean student 
leader, has said: ‘We want to 
improve the educational system 
but not this one. We must move 
towards a more inclusive, truly 
democratic and just system’.
    Instead of a manifesto to this 
end, Holmwood’s reasoned argu-
ments leave Sir Steve Smith the 
last word to excuse the abject 
prostration of UUK [Universities 
UK] under his presidency as 
securing the best possible deal 
in the circumstances. However, 
Smith’s concluding question ‘how 

would those who disagree with 
the policies adopted by UUK 
have achieved those objectives?’ 
(p142) is not answered by Holm-
wood’s contributors.

An alternative approach

By contrast, Michael Bailey 
and Des Freedman answer this 
question in sixteen tight chapters 
divided into five sections begin-
ning with ‘a clear vision of what 
the university should be: a public 
service, a social entitlement, a 
space for critical thinking and a 
place of discovery’ (p10). Con-
fronting ‘current challenges’ with 
‘future visions’, their contributors 
draw upon student resistance 
and critical pedagogy to revisit 
‘Student Revolts Then and Now’ 
with John Rees, putting what 
Henry Giroux calls ‘the Swindle 
of the Corporate University’ in a 
global context to ‘Re-imagine the 
Public Good’ (Jon Nixon).
    Apart from these three, the 
book’s thirteen other chapters 
are by younger lecturers and 
students cohered around Radi-
cal Goldsmiths and associated 
ideological and political currents. 
Yet they also share illusions in 
higher education’s role in ‘turn-
ing out skilled labour for British 
capital’ (p35) while ignoring the 
mass of students for whom HE 
- along with the schools and FE 
- functions as a system of social 
control.
    Nevertheless, their two-page 
Manifesto advances eighteen 
demands that Vallejo would ap-
prove but less to win the public 
assent that Holmwood seeks 
than ‘to build a counter-culture 
within the English university, a 
culture and a life which embeds 
a counter-rationality to neolib-
eralism’ (p44). However, the 
grounds on which to do this will 
be reduced as Arts and Humani-
ties are left to overseas students 
and others seriously rich enough 
to pay for them at elite and sur-

viving campus universities since 
government has finally abolished 
‘the stagnant and disabling trac-
es of the “two cultures”’, as Miller 
and Sabapathy describe them 
(in Holmwood p49) by funding 
only STEM [science, technology, 
engineering and maths] subjects.
    The majority of HE institu-
tions will thus be left jockeying 
for position in the manipulated 
market while hopes of reigniting 
last year’s ‘Springtime’ of student 
resistance have collapsed into 
intermittent campaigning for lec-
turers’ pensions - hardly a cause 
to excite the young! - by public 
sector trades unions typically and 
easily divided by government. 
Although at least one vice-
chancellor has confided that he 
is waiting for the whole shambles 
to collapse in two or three years’ 
time and David Blanchflower, 
the Bank of England’s Monetary 
Policy Committee member, has 
called for 100,000 more univer-
sity places on the grounds that 
‘You’re getting people into uni-
versity and getting them off the 
streets’ (Times Higher 09/11/11), 
the Labour Party, along with 
NUS, now supports a graduate 
tax of £6,000. So there are few 
signs of ‘the university commu-
nity . . . developing the collective 
conscience’ Michael Burawoy 
advocates (p33).

Prospects

The prospects are therefore not 
good now that, as John Holm-
wood states: ‘It is systematic 
government policy . . . to dis-
mantle fifty years of educational 
policy that sought to establish 
education as a social right’ (p19). 
But the recent emphasis upon 
education, education, education 
led to a paradoxical result in the 
very real phenomenon of what 
is incorrectly called ‘dumbing 
down’. This is not coincidental 
since education substituted itself 
for economic reform and tried 
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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

Post-16 Educator seeks to de-
fend and extend good practice 
in post compulsory education 
and training. Good practice 
includes teachers working with 
students to increase their power 
to look critically at the world 
around them and act effectively 
within it. This entails challenging 
racism, sexism, heterosexism, 
inequality based on disability 
and other discriminatory beliefs 
and practices.
    For the mass of people, access 
to valid post compulsory educa-
tion and training is more neces-
sary 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 com-
pulsory education and training 
for all who require it should be 
a fundamental demand of the 
trade union movement.
    Post-16 Educator seeks to per-
suade the labour movement as a 
whole of the importance 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 out-
side 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 de-
velops their practice and their 
thinking, and that equips them 
to take action over issues rather 
than always having to react to 
changes imposed from above.

Where 
we 
stand:

to accommodate society to the 
free market, proffering illusions of 
upward mobility through deflated 
and supposedly vocational quali-
fications reduced towards tests of 
competence.
    Now education at all levels 
returns to reinforcing more or 
less expensively acquired cultural 
capital demonstrated in the tests 
of literary ability that ensure entry 
to ‘real universities’. This rein-
forces the Gove-Willetts view that 
too many working-class kids have 
gone to ‘unreal universities’ and 
should return to FE apprentice-
ships where they belong, a view 
shared by many academics in 
‘real unis’ and by those clinging to 
their research careers. It forgets 
that most of these students are 
young women and that most em-
ployers don’t require apprentices.
    Meanwhile, growing numbers 
of young people no longer see 
education as a way forward to 
productive and meaningful lives. 
Instead, formal learning (and 

teaching) becomes performance 
and pretence.
    Confronting this social and 
educational crisis through 
critique risks being ignored, 
as John Walton says in Bailey 
and Freedman (p22) but un-
less counter-culture can find a 
purchase in struggle against 
the predictable closures and 
mergers that will collapse many 
universities into local e-training 
hubs it will remain isolated. Then 
Holmwood’s wider appeal may 
afford a more pragmatic way for-
ward. Both approaches demand 
the ‘critical and reinvigorated 
vision of the social purpose of 
university teaching as a tool for 
expanding and sustaining public 
knowledge’ that Nick Coudry 
calls for in Bailey and Freedman 
(p44) in a chapter appropriately 
entitled ‘Fighting for the Univer-
sity’s Life’. But this fight has to 
extend beyond the ‘real universi-
ties’ to which contributors to both 
manifestos are confined.
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As a field of study, ESOL - English for Speak-
ers of Other Languages - is under threat 
as never before. Recent proposed cuts to 

ESOL funding put students’ learning and teachers’ 
livelihoods in serious peril, as highlighted by the 
current Action for ESOL campaign, whose mani-
festo is at http://actionforesol.org/. This article il-
lustrates the subtle ways in which the ESOL sector 
can be undermined by government policy. Bearing 
the brunt are the learners themselves, multilingual 
learners of English who are migrants to the UK.
    I had assumed certain things about how stu-
dents are enrolled onto their courses: fundamen-
tally that the course in a college on which students 
are enrolled is a matter for admissions tutors and 
the institution doing the enrolling. Following this, 
people’s status as students of particular subjects 
depends (I had thought) on the course on which 
they are enrolled. For example, institutionally-
speaking, an ESOL student will only become an 
ESOL student once they are enrolled onto an 
ESOL course. If a multilingual student whose 
learning needs are best met in something called 
an ‘ESOL’ class, then they become an ESOL 
student. If however an institution, a department or 
an admissions tutor feels that it’s appropriate for a 
multilingual student’s learning needs to be met on 
a Functional Skills (or Literacy, or GCSE English, 
or whatever) course, then they will become by 
definition a Functional Skills (or Literacy, or GCSE 
English or whatever) student.

    My assumptions have been challenged by a 
Skills Funding Agency directive whose contents 
have big implications for multilingual adult learn-
ers of English and their teachers, at a time when 
funding for ESOL classes is being cut. This is 
FACT SHEET 2 - Ensuring learners with literacy 
and language learning needs are placed on the 
most appropriate provision - Updated May 2010. It 
is a problematic document in many ways, not least 
because it suggests that SFA auditors, rather than 
tutors and institutions, will decide what is and what 
is not appropriate provision for multilingual learners 
of English. My intention in the article is to present 
a critique of the Fact Sheet, and consequently, 
of current policy regarding the ESOL sector. The 
Fact Sheet is a document which is linguistically 
naive and betrays a lack of knowledge about the 
nature of language and literacy learning. Moreover 
it articulates a flawed policy, one which aims to 
rigidly delimit areas of provision that - because of 
the nature of the student body - overlap in reality, 
and have indistinct boundaries. Its true purpose, 
though, is to provide justification for discriminating 
against multilingual students. This intent runs like a 
thread through the document, as I hope to show.
    Paragraph 6 of the Fact Sheet reads: The Skills 
Funding Agency does not expect the number of 
Skills for Life ESOL enrolments within individual 
providers to decrease due to this policy change [ie 
the requirement that certain categories of student 
are no longer entitled to a free ESOL class]; neither 

James Simpson

The 
undermining 
of ESOL
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do we expect to see any notable increase in Skills 
for Life literacy enrolments. In addition to this we 
do not expect to see ESOL learners being enrolled 
onto literacy provision but being taught ESOL.
    Skills for Life Literacy classes are free to all adult 
learners who are felt to need them, but since 2006 
‘demand-led’ education has not applied to ESOL: 
certain categories of student are not entitled to a 
free ESOL class, according to a complex and shift-
ing set of criteria based on their immigration status 
and on the particular benefits they receive. I have 
always felt that to offer free Literacy classes under 
Skills for Life, but to make ESOL students pay, 
blatantly discriminates against ESOL students. But 
the idea that ‘we do not expect to see ESOL learn-
ers being enrolled onto literacy provision but being 
taught ESOL’ is absurd, has nothing to do with 
learning, and has the sole function of shoring up 
an unsound policy. First off, students are not ESOL 
students / learners unless they are on an ESOL 
course, as I said earlier. Secondly, and more im-
portantly, teachers in all classes, including Literacy 
classes, should attend to their students’ language 
needs, including their oral language needs, as a 
matter of course.
    I think one problem here rests on the under-
standing of ‘literacy’ held by the writers of the SFA 
guidance. It is very well-established both theoreti-
cally and in practice that ‘literacy’ goes beyond the 
decoding and encoding of linguistic texts. Literacy 
refers to plural social practices that involve the 
production and use of texts to fulfil social purposes. 
Those practices normally entail the use of spoken 
language, and teachers of literacy should meet 
their students’ oral communication needs in class 
as they see fit, whether those students are mono-
lingual or multilingual.
 

Correct

Paragraph 7 in the Fact Sheet asks: Why is it im-
portant to have learners following the correct learn-
ing provision? The answer is that: The curriculum 
and supporting teaching materials for Skills for Life 
ESOL and Skills for Life literacy have been pro-
duced in order to support the learners with specific 
learning needs. Whilst the curriculum is the same 
across the two subjects, the methods of teaching 
and assessments are different. I’m struggling with 
the meaning of the first sentence, and you will too 
if you read it often enough. The second, concern-
ing the two curricula, is erroneous (the Adult ESOL 
core curriculum differs markedly from the Literacy 
curriculum). But to say that ‘the methods of teach-
ing and assessments [sic] are different’ assumes a 
false and over-general distinction between Literacy 

and ESOL: it suggests that multilingual students 
in ESOL classes do not have literacy needs, and 
that multilingual students in Literacy classes do not 
have oral communication needs. But learners of all 
kinds have literacy needs: a multilingual student 
who missed out on schooling as a child will have 
greater literacy needs than most, for example. And 
in many Literacy classes there is huge linguistic di-
versity, to the extent to which students with similar 
profiles might find themselves studying in either the 
ESOL or Literacy sides of provision (see Simpson, 
Cooke and Baynham 2008). This is not because 
of institutions’ inability to place students correctly. 
It isn’t even necessarily a problem, but simply a 
recognition of the multilingual reality of contempo-
rary Britain. So in a Literacy class, as in an ESOL 
class or in a Functional Skills class, the ‘methods of 
teaching and assessments’ will not be uniform be-
tween classes across areas of provision, any more 
than they are between classes in the same area. 
If things are going well, teachers will select the 
approaches, methods, techniques and strategies 
of teaching and assessment that are best suited to 
the students who are in their class, whatever the 
name of that class happens to be, and whoever the 
students are.

Suffer

But it seems that the SFA, rather than teachers, 
decides how classes are taught. Paragraph 8 in the 
Fact Sheet states that: If an ESOL learner is placed 
on to inappropriate literacy provision, the learner 
is likely to suffer. The mechanisms for teaching 
differ between the two subjects and literacy training 
will not provide the level of speaking and listening 
required. Is it really up to the SFA to decide what 
the ‘mechanisms for teaching’ in a particular class 
should be? And again, I would contend that the dis-
tinction between ESOL and Literacy is not one that 
holds water in reality. A certain ‘blurring of bounda-
ries’ is in fact already acknowledged in policy. 
Additional guidance for level 5 teachers of ESOL 
and Literacy explicitly emphasises the similarities 
across the areas of provision, and exhorts Literacy 
teachers to attend to oral communication skills in 
their pedagogy (LLUK 2009). Students on Level 1 
and Level 2 ESOL courses take the National Lit-
eracy Test as their L1 and L2 reading exam, just as 
their Literacy class counterparts do. And as ‘Func-
tional Skills’ edges out Skills for Life qualifications, 
the ‘Functional English’ curriculum recognises the 
centrality of oral communication in pedagogy by 
explicitly including a ‘Speaking, Listening and Com-
munication’ component.
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    A sinister aspect of the Fact Sheet appears at 
the end, where paragraph 11 reads: The Skills 
Funding Agency’s in-house or appointed auditors 
will look at a variety of evidence and documenta-
tion to gain assurance that literacy is being taught 
in literacy classes and ESOL in ESOL classes and 
that learners are following the correct provision 
according to their needs. This includes: teaching 
plans; initial assessment and/or training needs 
analysis; individual learning plans and their rele-
vance to the syllabus for ESOL or literacy; shifts in 
provision and monitor any changes in trends using 
data (Data Self Assessment Tools).
    It seems that the SFA is seriously suggesting 
that its auditors will analyse lesson plans, ILPs and 
the like to ensure that the ‘correct’ kind of learning 
is happening in classes. Woe betide the teacher of 
a literacy class whose lesson plan reads ‘students 
discuss in pairs or small groups’! We might as well 
install CCTV cameras in classrooms and be done 
with it. The tone of the guidance is patronising and 
belittling, and the mad level of policing of teaching 
it implies is a disgrace and should be challenged. 
Such a challenge could begin by asking who ex-
actly an ‘ESOL learner’ (as opposed to a ‘Literacy 
learner’) actually is. If the SFA definition is ‘some-
one with English language needs, then it could be 
pointed out that (a) in some areas of the country 
that definition applies to the majority of people; 
and (b) that students in all sectors of education - 
not just ‘ESOL’ - have a range of learning needs, 
including English language ones, that have to be 
addressed.

Wave

Why does this matter? Because a short document 
such as the SFA Fact Sheet can, as one of a wave 
of policy moves, have a profound effect on learn-
ers’ lives, to the extent that they are denied fun-
damental education. Documents which give voice 
to flawed policies need to be held up as a mirror 
to policy-makers, and to those who enact them. In 
dark moments I think the problem might be with 
ESOL itself. For some years ‘ESOL’ has been a 
fairly accurate, if marginalising, label for the English 
learned by many thousands of multilingual students 
in the UK who have language and literacy needs 
as well as other learning needs. Over the last 
decade the term has become reified in policy; that 
is, it has become a ‘thing’ that can be - indeed has 
been - appropriated as a tool for segregation and 
discrimination. It is in the Government’s interests 
to posit and maintain a false distinction between 
ESOL and other subject areas: this enables ESOL 

to be funded differently (‘Literacy’ students have 
an entitlement; ‘ESOL’ students do not, etc) and 
allows certain students to be excluded. ESOL in 
effect can be used as a dustbin of policy into which 
inconvenient multilingual learners can be dumped. 
But as I suggested earlier, defining who is and who 
isn’t an ESOL student in an age where multilingual-
ism is becoming the norm is increasingly awkward.
    It is tempting therefore to propose abandoning 
‘ESOL’, call our students ‘multilingual learners’, 
refer to what is taught as ‘English’, and see where 
the dust settles. To do that would be irresponsible 
at a time when the battle for ESOL is underway. 
Nonetheless ESOL is a sector of provision that is 
peculiarly vulnerable to the whims of policymakers. 
If the Government continues to undermine ESOL 
to the extent that only people with the ability to 
pay are entitled to enrol on an ESOL course, the 
SFA should not be surprised to see pedagogically-
justified mass enrolments of multilingual students 
onto Functional Skills, Literacy and GCSE English 
courses.
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In November 2010, the Government announced 
cuts to ESOL (1) funding and restrictions in fee 
remission for many ESOL students. These pro-

posed changes threatened the education of adults 
from minority ethnic communities as well as teach-
ers’ jobs. Action for ESOL campaigned against 
these changes and August 2011 saw a u-turn from 
the Government on fee remission for those on 
‘inactive benefits’. But although this particular battle 
was won, ESOL remains vulnerable to the whims 
of policymakers and funders and the fight for its 
survival as a sector continues.
    In order to resist attempts by policymakers and 
funders to undermine all we have gained over the 
years, and to prevent more cuts from pushing us 
back into the margins, we need a strong collective 
identity, a clear sense of the purpose of ESOL and 
confidence in ourselves as qualified, knowledge-
able, committed professionals.
    This manifesto is a statement of our beliefs and 
values and draws together ideas from discus-
sions held during the Action for ESOL campaign 
in 2010-2011 - in particular two seminars in June 
and September 2011, which were held to debate 
fundamental issues about the very nature of the 
ESOL profession itself. The manifesto is the result 
of many hours of shared thinking amongst a large 
group of people and is intended to raise crucial 
issues for practitioners, learners and policymakers 
alike.

    We recognise that the ESOL profession is 
diverse, and not everyone will agree with all the 
ideas and statements in the manifesto. For this rea-
son, we invite practitioners to debate the issues we 
raise: the aim of the manifesto is to spark further 
discussion and generate more ideas which will help 
to shape our future.

Defending our sector

1. We recognise that the challenges facing ESOL 
are shared across adult education, and that cuts in 
social provision are widespread and deep.

2. In defending and promoting ESOL, we recognise 
the need to build a coalition of teachers, students, 
professional bodies, voluntary organisations, com-
munity groups, trade unions and others.

Funding

3. Language education is a public good which 
contributes to society as a whole. This should be 
recognised through the availability of an accessi-
ble, comprehensive and integrated system of ESOL 
provision, in which financial and other barriers to 
participation are removed.

The 
ESOL 
Manifesto
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4. In order to maintain high quality ESOL, fund-
ing needs to be persistent and sustained and not 
vulnerable to the whims of political administrations. 
Rather, people who need English language educa-
tion to live and work in the UK should have a statu-
tory entitlement to ESOL.

5. Funding mechanisms should be transparent and 
encourage co-operation between providers, not 
competition. In particular, attention should be given 
to the lack of co-operation between different agen-
cies, notably FE colleges and Jobcentre Plus (2).

6. At all times, funding should be based on the 
needs of students.

The right to learn the common 
language of the UK

7. Action for ESOL believes that the opportunity 
to learn the common language of the community 
in which you live is a human right. Access to the 
common language is a precondition of full and 
equal participation in society. Denying access to 
learning the common language is a fundamental 
barrier to participation. There is a well-established 
correlation between poor English language skills, 
low pay, unemployment, poor housing, poor health 
and poverty.

8, Access to ESOL should be independent of immi-
gration status. ESOL  classes should be free to all, 
including newly-arrived spouses, asylum seekers 
and students who are working.

Language, community and diversity

9. A common language enables the emergence of 
shared identities and collective action. However, 
whilst we recognise the value of speaking the dom-
inant language, this should not be a precondition 
for the rights of citizenship or for social acceptance. 
Nor should the issue of language detract from other 
factors that cause division within our communities, 
including poverty, inequality and discrimination.

10. It is racist to marginalise people on the basis 
of their spoken language. The majority of migrants 
both want and need to learn English, and the claim 
that they do not belongs to the racialised immigra-
tion and cultural agenda in which migrants are 
scapegoated. This claim is especially pernicious 
in the contexts of funding cuts and restrictions on 
entitlement. We should resist being co-opted into 

a simplistic rhetoric of ‘citizenship’ or ‘community 
cohesion’.

11. Urban communities are increasingly multi-lin-
gual and multi-cultural. Multilingualism brings many 
social benefits, and should be valued and invested 
in. In a multicultural society, the right to language 
education is inseparable from the right to cultural 
and linguistic identity.

12. ESOL students comprise a highly diverse group 
- culturally, linguistically and in other ways. They 
include members of settled communities, refugees 
and asylum seekers and migrant workers and 
their spouses. Their purposes for learning English 
are equally diverse. These include: negotiating 
everyday life; finding work; socialising; continuing 
education, retraining or seeking re-qualification; 
and participating in civil society and political life.

13. Fundamentally, ESOL is concerned with 
enabling migrants to acquire the language and 
language related skills they need in order to have a 
voice and live autonomous fulfilling lives, in com-
munity with others.

14. It follows that ESOL should be responsive to 
the variety of needs people have for language 
education. Whilst many migrants need ESOL in 
order to find work, ESOL should not be seen as 
solely at the service of the economy or reduced to 
the so-called ‘employability’ agenda. We challenge 
the top-down imposition of a labour market agenda.

Defending the ESOL identity

15. ESOL is a distinct area of provision within 
language and post-16 education. It is crucial that 
its distinct identity is preserved. There is much that 
ESOL shares with English as a Foreign Language 
(EFL), adult literacy and other kinds of language 
learning. However, there are features unique to 
English language education for multilingual mi-
grants, and recognising the distinct contribution 
of ESOL is crucial for protecting, promoting and 
developing language provision for migrant and 
language minority communities.

16. At different times, people learning English need 
to access a wide range of provision, including 
discrete ESOL, beginner literacy, community based 
classes, family learning, embedded vocational 
programmes and access to HE.

17. ESOL provision should be accessible, com-
prehensive and integrated. It should reach out 
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into the community and provide well-constructed 
but flexible routes onto academic and vocational 
courses. It should reflect the diversity of needs, 
backgrounds, current circumstances and aspira-
tions of ESOL students. Provision should be based 
on the needs of individuals and communities rather 
than on the demands of government, businesses 
or providers.

18. Provision should be supported by high quality 
advice and guidance and tutorial support adminis-
tered by teachers and others who understand the 
language needs and aspirations of students, and 
the challenges they face.

19. Serious attention should be given to identify-
ing and removing barriers to participation, includ-
ing financial ones. Every effort should be made 
to accommodate the complex life circumstances 
of students, including, notably, those relating to 
childcare.

20. Stereotypes should be avoided. In particular, 
it should not be assumed that women with child-
care responsibilities only want or need community 
based, family learning opportunities. Provision 
should acknowledge the autonomy of individual 
language students and their right to access the 
provision best suited to their needs and aspirations.

Professionalism

21. ESOL teacher professionalism is not only a 
matter of individuals developing their classroom 
skills. The classroom cannot be isolated from the 
institutional and social world, and to focus solely 
on classroom methodology leads to a narrow 
and restrictive idea of professionalism. Language 
education, like all education, encompasses issues 
of power and culture. It is inherently political. For 
ESOL teachers to be truly professional, they need 
the opportunities to learn about and discuss the po-
litical context of ESOL, i.e. the social, cultural and 
political realities that shape migrant lives and which 
often cause exclusion and marginalisation.

22. ESOL teachers have both a right and a respon-
sibility to engage with the political and policy issues 
that affect language students, and in particular to 
challenge discriminatory practices and policies at 
the local and national level.

23. Pay, contracts and working conditions should 
reflect ESOL teachers’ work as professional educa-
tors. In particular, we oppose the marginalisation 

and casualisation of teachers through the use of 
hourly paid contracts which disproportionately 
affect women and BME teachers. College manage-
ments should recognise that students benefit from 
the stability of a properly contracted workforce.

24. ESOL Teacher professionalism should be rec-
ognised through mechanisms which enable teach-
ers to participate meaningfully in policy develop-
ment at a local and a national level.

25. ESOL professionals should be entitled to ongo-
ing opportunities to develop their practice and to 
extend their knowledge and skills, through high 
quality professional development. Training and 
development should be informed by a participatory 
ethos, which aims to nurture mutually supportive 
‘communities of practice’ and a culture of reflective, 
critical enquiry.

26. Particular attention should be given to ensur-
ing that all ESOL teachers enjoy good access to 
paid training and development regardless of their 
contractual status.

27. The teaching profession should better reflect 
the linguistic and cultural diversity of the com-
munities who use ESOL provision. Position action 
should be taken to address the limited number of 
teachers from BME communities.

28. ESOL needs a well-funded research commu-
nity, in which researchers and practitioners collabo-
rate in developing shared knowledge. Pedagogy 
should be informed by up-to-date knowledge and 
debates on the nature of language learning and the 
use of language in society.

Pedagogy

29. Teachers should have access to current 
research and a dialogue between practice and 
research should be facilitated by colleges and 
universities.

30. Whilst we recognise that the national core 
curriculum provides an over-arching framework for 
ESOL teaching and learning, prescribed, central-
ised curricula and accreditation frameworks en-
courage a narrow ‘skills’ based approach amongst 
ESOL practitioners, students and providers. This 
reinforces a ‘production line’ view of language 
learning in which discrete items of pre-decided 
‘target language’ and specific skills are emphasised 
over meaning and ‘real world’ uses of language.
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Simmons, R. and Thompson, R. (2011) NEET - 
Young People and Training for Work: learning on 
the margins, Stoke on Trent, Trentham, 207 pages

This book has a broad potential readership. It 
is an appropriate read for FE teacher educa-
tors and also for practitioners involved in 

NEET provision or interested in issues connected 
to young people and the transition from education 
to work. Most importantly, this book provides impor-
tant reading matter for policy-makers in this area. 
It draws on primary research from an ethnographic 
study into NEET provision in the north of England 
and as such presents a textured picture of NEET 
provision and the young people who find them-
selves designated by this particular value-laden 
signifier. The book has seven chapters which cover 
the policy context for 14-19 education including 

the backdrop of globalisation and the marketisa-
tion of FE within this; the NEET category itself is 
then interrogated before a specific course: Entry to 
Employment (E2E), is explored through a body of 
ethnographic research data.
    The book is timely. Following a summer of 
disturbances largely perpetrated (according to the 
popular press) by ‘disaffected’ young people and 
with figures for the young unemployed passing the 
million mark, the Minister of State for FE, Skills 
and Lifelong Learning, John Hayes, has recently 
(November 2011) announced increased funding for 
NEET courses. This signals government’s ongoing 
concern  about the participation of young people in 
education and training. As such, the NEET topos 
seems likely to be a major feature of the policy 
discourse around skills to the end of the current 
Parliament.  As the authors point out, however, 

Rob Smith

Review: 
NEETs

31. A ‘one size fits all’ curriculum does not reflect 
the diversity of needs, aims and circumstances 
faced by ESOL students.

32. Although we recognise the value of qualifica-
tions, for many people an over-emphasis on exam 
outcomes is restrictive and limits the freedom and 
flexibility of ESOL students and teachers. ESOL 
exams should have currency in wider society, have 
parity with other qualifications, and be rigorous in 
their assessment. Too often exams are used only 
for funding and monitoring purposes, and have little 
value in wider society.

33. The language classroom should be built on a 
participatory ethos. Students and teachers should 
collaborate in developing appropriate curricula. 
They should be encouraged to question and speak 
meaningfully, and to understand issues that affect 
their lives and society in order to shape or change 
them.

34. Language education is about the whole person. 
It is about the capacity of everyone - teachers and 
students alike - to take charge of our lives individu-
ally and collectively, and to participate actively and 
critically in all aspects of our world, in the class-
room as well as beyond.

Notes:

1. By ‘ESOL’ we are referring to the full range of 
provision: discrete ESOL, beginner literacy, com-
munity based classes, embedded vocational pro-
grammes and access to HE.

2. For example when students are making progress 
on ESOL courses they should not be moved onto 
inadequate employability training programmes.
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policy makers would be wise to view lack of en-
gagement in education and social exclusion on the 
part of young people as products of the conscious 
implementation of neo-liberal policy formulae rather 
than as rooted in a psycho-sociological disorder of 
blameworthy individuals.
    The NEET label is located by the authors in 
a policyscape in which ‘participation’ is viewed 
as necessary, underpinning as it does national 
competitiveness in skills, the state’s desire for 
increased social control and the drive for social 
inclusion. Despite this, a current lack of youth 
employment opportunities as well as such factors 
as increased out of school provision for excluded 
students means that ‘non-participation’ remains a 
vexed issue. The authors draw on a range of lit-
erature on education and training, social exclusion 
and policy to explore how marketised educational 
provision has entrenched social divisions, meaning 
that young people’s access to educational resourc-
es and opportunities is shaped above all by social 
class background. The concern is that despite gov-
ernment rhetoric around ‘inclusion’ as identified in 
the Wolf Report, low level vocational education has 
little or no market value and instead actually con-
tributes to exclusion in an already divided society.
    Drawing on government statistics, the authors 
combine a useful critical policy overview with dis-
cussion of the findings of their ethnographic study. 
This combination leads to incisive analysis that is 
grounded in the real experience, views and opin-
ions of young people and teachers involved in this 
area of education. As such, the book achieves a 
balanced and grounded perspective, using theoreti-
cal ideas and literature from the field to illuminate 
this important area of provision while never losing 
sight of the young people whose lives and identities 
are obscured by the NEET category. This involves 
a discussion that points out that many of these 
young people are dissatisfied with the opportunities 
on offer rather than disaffected per se. The re-
search also reveals that, while there are dedicated 
staff working in this area who largely view their 
teaching in holistic terms, the worry is that mar-
ketised provision positions NEET work as low sta-
tus. The suggestion is that resource levels are not 
high and that there is a degree of segregation from 
mainstream provision that is counterproductive.
    This book has many positive contributions to 
make towards debate around policy connected to 
young people and training and its implementation. 
The experience of high levels of youth unemploy-
ment in the 1980s and the training initiatives intro-
duced as a result (YOP, YTS) provide an historical 
context for the current NEET discussion. In relation 
to this, the authors reiterate Wolf’s most powerful 
and perhaps startling finding - that GCSE Maths 

and English are the most valuable ‘vocational’ 
qualifications of all and, for that reason, students 
are entitled to access them. There are echoes in 
the NEET policy of the Skills for Life initiative of a 
decade ago. Both aim to tackle ‘skills’ shortages 
and suggest that national economic salvation can 
be attained by addressing the perceived deficit 
in the social and educational capital of ordinary 
people; both are founded on free market, supply-
side economics. In the introduction, the authors 
refer to Ulrich Beck’s work on individualisation in 
modernity, and this provides an important frame for 
their arguments. This individualisation sits within a 
marketised landscape and as such, non-participa-
tion and low achievement is made the responsibility 
of individuals rather than being explained through 
economic circumstances or social class. Impor-
tantly, the authors reaffirm that the NEET conceptu-
alisation is a product of neo-liberal economics and 
the political landscape of the last thirty years.
    One of the most powerful messages to come 
from the book is that NEET as a category is being 
used as an umbrella term for young people with a 
wide range of backgrounds and needs. While many 
have past experience of ‘churning’ between various 
forms of participation in education, the picture that 
emerges from the qualitative research at the book’s 
centre is of young people with varied and complex 
backgrounds - young people not dissimilar in many 
ways to students in mainstream provision. The 
authors state that the majority of learners who fall 
into the NEET category are likely to re-engage with 
‘minimal intervention’ but there is a strong sense 
that current programmes - unless better resourced 
- may not succeed in delivering this intervention. 
Drawing further on Wolf’s findings, the authors 
insist that students on courses such as E2E should 
have access to or progression towards academic 
subjects such as GCSE English and Maths. 
    This is a useful and thought-provoking book. 
Through its central theme it questions structures 
and hegemonic understandings that shape the 
education and training of young people in the UK 
today. Citing Foucault’s The Archaeology of Knowl-
edge, the authors remind us that discourses are 
more than language; they are practices that consti-
tute subjects. The NEET discourse then produces 
a distinct and problematic group of young people 
whose identities are characterised by deficit. Un-
less opportunities for young people are improved 
and there is a political and philosophical shift in the 
Government’s approach to dealing with issues of 
social justice, the deficit implied by the tag sug-
gests that the kind of stigmatisation that quickly 
attached to YTS in the 1980s may not be long in 
coming.



14  Post-16 Educator 66HENRY MORRIS

‘Education is committed to the idea that the ideal 
order and the actual order can ultimately be made 
one.’ (Henry Morris)

The 50th anniversary of Henry Morris’s death 
provides an opportunity to celebrate his 
contribution to education, and argue that his 

ideas are still highly relevant. I became interested 
in Morris largely because I got a job in adult educa-
tion based at Hope Valley College in Derbyshire 
- a community college inspired by Morris’s work in 
Cambridgeshire, and opened by him in 1959. I also 
read Harry Ree’s biography of Morris.
    Henry Morris became County Education Sec-
retary in Cambridgeshire at the age of just 33. In 
his 32 years there, he transformed the educational 
experience of the population of a poor rural county, 
and developed a model of community education 
which had an extraordinary influence both in Britain 
and abroad.
    Morris was influenced by socialist ideas and 
idealist philosophy. He produced an ambitious plan 
for Cambridgeshire in 1924 which became known 
as The Memorandum. Morris set out a damning 
analysis of the problems faced by rural areas, and 
a radical approach for tackling them.
    Many people in poor rural communities were 
moving to towns. There were  a large number of 
small elementary schools in often squalid condition, 
with children contained in large classes, and teach-
ers who were often poorly trained. Children from 
poorer rural families had limited educational oppor-
tunities as most senior schools were in towns.

    Morris’s solutions were groundbreaking: first to 
establish senior schools for clusters of villages, 
and then to turn a number of them into what he 
called village colleges. These would be cultural and 
community centres for a wide area. They were to 
incorporate a primary school for the local village, 
a secondary school, youth provision, adult educa-
tion and other services including a public library 
and reading room, infant welfare, a school medi-
cal service, a village hall, agricultural education, 
sports facilities, a garden, a centre dealing with 
youth unemployment and public health education. 
Workshops for handicrafts, domestic science and 
general science would be shared between the 
school and adult education.
    Morris was especially keen that the architecture 
would match the synthesis of services. He believed 
village colleges should be ‘fine and worthy public 
buildings’, expressing the spirit of the countryside 
and conferring significance on the way of life of 
country people - something they could really be 
proud of. The architecture was as important as the 
teaching.
    Bringing different services together in one place 
wasn’t just for administrative convenience or 
economies of scale. It was first and foremost an 
educational idea. Morris wanted to do away with 
what he called the insulated or isolated school: ‘We 
must so organise the educational buildings . . . that 
the schools of the young are either organically re-
lated to, or form part of the institutions in which the 
ultimate goals of education are realised. We must 
associate with education all those activities which 

Steve Bond discusses the work of this education pioneer

Henry Morris 
(1889-1961): 
an appreciation
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go to make a full life - art, literature, music, festi-
vals, local government, politics. This is as important 
for the teaching of the young, as it is for teachers 
themselves . . . It is only in a world where educa-
tion is confined to infants and adolescents that the 
teacher is inclined to become a pundit or a tyrant.’ 
(From an article in New Ideals Quarterly)
    Morris saw the village colleges as a way of stem-
ming rural decline, and giving both young people 
and adults educational opportunities they might 
otherwise be denied.

Creating the Village Colleges

The plan was bold. But turning the dream into real-
ity in such difficult times was even more remark-
able. The British economy was experiencing a 
massive slump. Governments introduced dramatic 
cuts in spending and stopped school building for 
four years. The County Council was dominated by 
landowners determined to keep the rates down.
    Yet four village colleges were built and opened 
between 1930 and 1939. Impington, the most 
famous, was designed by Maxwell Fry and the 
famous Bauhaus architect Walter Gropius. It was 
described as ‘one of the best buildings in England’. 
Herbert Read said Impington was a model of how 
to create a school providing the essentials of an 
educative environment. Morris also introduced big 
changes in primary schools, refurbishing many, 
having special furniture designed, bringing in bright 
colours, and encouraging teachers to come forward 
with ideas.
    How was it done? By a combination of closing 
smaller schools in poor condition, local fund-rais-
ing, and bringing in outside money to supplement 
public funding. Morris was a genius at persuading 
wealthy individuals, charitable trusts and com-
panies to support the village colleges. But at the 
same time he wanted education to be in the hands 
not of administrators, but of ‘philosophers, artists, 
scientists, prophets and scholars, operating in 
freedom’.

Education for all

The 1920s and 30s, perhaps surprisingly, were 
times of considerable innovation in education. But 
most of the progressive experiments were either in 
privately run schools, in cities, or outside the school 
system. the Danish Folk High Schools, and Com-
munity High Schools in the USA provided interest-
ing examples abroad with similarities to the village 
colleges.

    What marked out Morris’s experiment in Cam-
bridgeshire, however, was that the village colleges 
(and much improved primary schools) were part of 
the state education system, and thereby reached 
children from poorer backgrounds. Morris encoun-
tered enormous opposition. Many people in power-
ful positions in the County were hostile to educa-
tional reform - due to the potential cost; because 
they didn’t see the need to educate rural working-
class children beyond the legal minimum require-
ments; and due to their concern about the possible 
disruption it might provoke. A 1906 Department of 
Agriculture Report had said that ‘modern education 
promoted discontent with the monotony of country 
life’. In many parts of Edwardian England school 
strikes had broken out against humiliating and 
brutal punishments of children and the dull content 
of the curriculum. In 1914 in neighbouring Norfolk, 
children had gone on strike in the village of Burston 
for rather different reasons. They wanted to pre-
vent the dismissal of their two teachers who were 
proving too unconventional (eg not being prepared 
to hit children, and being members of the Labour 
Party) for the school managers. A strike school was 
established with widespread public support and 
lasted until 1939.

After the War - the village college 
idea spreads

More village colleges were built in Cambridgeshire 
after the War, and the 1944 Education Act also 
enabled local authorities to set up County Colleges. 
Counties like Devon, Somerset, Leicestershire and 
Nottinghamshire introduced their own versions of 
the community school. 25 years after the Haddow 
Report had recommended separate junior and sen-
ior schools, children in many rural areas who didn’t 
get a grammar school place could now go to a local 
secondary school. There were also new chances 
for adults who had left school at 14 or 15 to con-
tinue their education through evening classes.
    Morris advised the post-war government on its 
New Towns policy, and retired from Cambridgesh-
ire in 1954. His ideas lived on after he died. Follow-
ing the Plowden Report in 1967, many community 
or neighbourhood schools came into being, mainly 
in urban areas, though there was great variation 
in the way community education was interpreted. 
This coincided with the spread of comprehen-
sive schools. The Labour government of 1997 
enshrined the term ‘community school’ in official 
policy, and various initiatives were introduced to 
promote extended provision. Attempts were also 
made to harness the best architectural ideas 
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for new schools. There were echoes of Morris’s 
memorandum in some of these policies. However, 
whilst large sums of money were spent and many 
improvements came about, few schemes had the 
breadth of vision or understanding of the inter-re-
latedness of the different elements which had been 
such a feature of Morris’s village college concept.
    Henry Morris’s name reappeared in an unex-
pected guise as the authorities in Oldham tried to 
come to terms with the riots in the town in 2001. A 
plan took shape to merge five, largely ‘mono-cultur-
al’ secondary schools, and create new community 
schools drawing on Morris’s ideas to help tackle 
racial and educational divisions. How they will work 
remains to be seen, but this development in Mor-
ris’s home county of Lancashire, some 80 years 
after the Memorandum, illustrates the continuing 
resonance of his ideas.

Wider impact

Many other ideas which Morris helped to develop 
were introduced later. These included: raising the 
school leaving age to 16; the end of 11+; promotion 
of the arts in schools; in-service training for teach-
ers; public libraries linked to schools; free school 
meals; education for the family; childcare to enable 
adults to learn; the importance of the quality of the 
school environment; curriculum reform to provide a 
more appropriate education for 11-16 year-olds; the 
availability of affordable social housing in the coun-
tryside; the key role of youth provision and adult 
education. All were advocated by Henry Morris, 
though of course there were others who developed 
the policies too. His critique of public schools, and 
in particular his attack on state subsidies for private 
education, remains a powerful indictment of the 
class divisions in English education.

Changing context - but similar 
questions

Changes in the way public services are organised 
have made it difficult to sustain the idea of the 
village college as a cultural centre in which the 
secondary school is just one part. In particular, the 
positive influence of having adults learning at the 
same time and in the same buildings as children 
has become harder to achieve. However, ‘co-
location’ of services has found favour again, and 
links between children’s centres, schools and adult 
education have emerged, for example through fam-
ily learning. 

    There are five aspects of Morris’s ideas and 
work in particular which I think are worth commem-
orating and exploring again today. First, his deter-
mination to take on the vested interests which con-
trolled education in the countryside - at that time, 
the landowners, churches and Tory councillors. 
Second, his vision of education for the whole child. 
Third, his egalitarian approach aimed at ensuring 
all children and adults had opportunities and ac-
cess to the best resources, not just those from well-
off backgrounds. Fourth, his advocacy of lifelong 
learning and community education, including youth 
and adult provision supported by the local authority. 
And fifth, his belief in the importance of architecture 
and the whole educational environment.
    Henry Morris didn’t invent community schools 
or lifelong learning. But he did show how a vibrant 
and viable system of community education could 
work; and he developed the village college idea 
in the most difficult circumstances. At a time when 
schools, local authorities and adult education are 
again facing major new challenges and cuts, Mor-
ris’s ideas and practice can help us in the search 
for a radical response.

Further reading:
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Heretics Press, 1998)
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Fields of Learning (Hope Valley Community Educa-
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This is not the usual type of socialist 
education discussion

Socialists usually get together to talk about 
policies we want adopted: eg. more nursery 
education, anti-racism education, unstream-

ing, better access courses, abolition of YTS (1), 
better pay for teachers, comprehensive reorganisa-
tion, more democratic educational structures, and 
so on. There is no end to this list.
    But almost all this change depends on specific 
political activity: campaigning and persuading, and 
then waiting for action from educational manage-
ment, the unions or local or national governments. 
It leaves many wider questions untackled, particu-
larly what the purpose of these changes is, and 
what relation they have to socialism.
    The Socialist Movement (2) will continue to cam-
paign for changes which would mean more equality 
and better educational services for people, and to 
debate issues that people care about. But shouldn’t 
socialists also be thinking about the process of 
education itself and what we want it to achieve 
more widely - whether it is education that is taking 
place in a WEA course or a classroom or a work-
place canteen? What can we in education do every 
day to see that a socialist way of looking at the 
world becomes more widespread? That’s what this 
meeting (3) aims to discuss.

Turning people’s thinking around

One socialist (Gramsci) thought that working 
for a socialist way of looking at the world 
involved creating in society ‘an intellectual 

base . . . so well rooted, assimilated and experi-
enced that it becomes passion’. Capitalist society 
has a passion for profit and money manipulation 
and education is being used today to further it. 
Socialists and millions of others do not accept this 
way of organising our productive effort or educa-

tion. Even so, socialism is not just about a different 
economic form of organisation.
    It promises an alternative ethical framework and 
depends on people actually ‘being’ and ‘knowing’ 
in a completely different way. So in a pre-revolu-
tionary context, such as our own, we need to begin 
to prepare ourselves and others to be new people 
who as ‘united individuals’ can take our human 
destiny, human history, into our own hands. How-
ever, to develop the will or passion which Gramsci 
mentions, every educational project or encounter 
must offer a ‘glimpse’ or experience of the socialist 
option. This is what we meant, in our earlier com-
munication to you (4) when we spoke about an ap-
proach to learning which could ‘bring the meaning 
of socialism into the actual experiences of people’s 
lives’.

A few words about socialism first . . .

Considering the mess that existing socialist 
societies have got themselves into, we think 
it’s extremely important to return to some 

basic ideas about socialism.
    For example, according to Marx, socialism was 
not some state of affairs to which real life must 
conform. It was a movement which would involve 
‘the united individuals’ in transforming one social 
formation into another one. He acknowledged that 
society and history had been created by human 
beings, but they had not engaged in that creation 
critically or collectively. Socialism was to be about 
human beings engaged in critical praxis rather 
than reproductive or even defensive praxis. It 
would involve people coming to an understanding 
of the relations that cause the injustices of capi-
talist society and from that understanding would 
develop their active participation in transforming 
or abolishing any relations which were alienating 
or dehumanising. A dialectical understanding was 
essential because other socialists of Marx’s time, 

In tribute to Paula Allman, who died on 2 November, we reprint a document 
written in 1989 by Paula and her colleague John Wallis

Education for 
socialism
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and of ours, have focussed on the results of these 
relations and thought if we corrected these then we 
would bring about socialism. The example often 
used was the inequitable distribution of wealth and 
resources which we all know to be characteristic of 
capitalist societies. Marx stressed that this problem 
was the direct result of the exploitative relation 
between labour and capital. We must, of course, 
try to ameliorate the symptoms or results but until 
we actually abolish the relations that cause them 
the symptoms will continue to exist and on an even 
wider scale thus making our attempts at ameliora-
tion even more difficult and perhaps even futile. We 
need only to witness the increasing gulf between 
the very rich and the very poor in Britain and 
throughout the world to acknowledge the truth of 
Marx’s observation. The socialist movement, there-
fore, depends on developing the ability to analyse 
the multitude of disastrous phenomena which are 
produced within capitalist relations of production 
and exchange.
    Marx left no blue-print for the social formation 
which humans would create to replace capitalism. 
To expect him to have done so would be to mis-
interpret his project. On the other hand, if we can 
expose the antagonistic contradictions, the dialectic 
relations, which create and sustain the injustices 
of capitalism and can engage in transforming or 
abolishing them, we will set ourselves on the right 
course but one which will always have to be criti-
cally and consciously navigated. However, he did 
sum up the orientation of production in the new 
social formation when he said it would be based 
on the principle of ‘. . . from each according to their 
ability, to each according to their needs’. If human 
beings are going to freely engage in this principle 
- are going to actually want to produce as much as 
they can, within an ecologically sound manner, so 
that everyone’s needs can be met - there will have 
to be massive cultural changes. Socialism must 
be about the ‘new’ people - people who can create 
new relations which would allow us to develop into 
creative, just, unselfish and humane people. In oth-
er words, what we are like as human beings - our 
‘human nature’ - does not pre-exist our relations 
- whether these be the relations within which we 
produce our material world, our species, or knowl-
edge and understanding. Marx thought we had the 
potential to recognise the dehumanising nature 
of capitalist relations and that we could develop a 
critical praxis which would allow us to create rela-
tions in which our full humanity could flourish. 
    It seems to us that certain principles pertain 
whether we are talking about education for social-
ism as a preparation for and building of the social-
ist movement or a situation in which socialism had 
become the political organisation of a society. It 

seems amazing and alarming that existing socialist 
societies have rarely tackled the form of education. 
The emphasis is normally on changing the content 
of education and this neglects the fact that the 
relations within which education takes place also 
have a content. If we retain the relations of capital-
ist education, we also continue to convey its values 
and ways of working.

Some ideas on the principles of 
education for socialism . . .

To begin with we must make explicit the 
assumption that education is political, that 
it cannot be neutral. Education can either 

be about challenging reality and all that is oppres-
sive within it and seeking to transform it (or at least 
knowing what needs transforming); or it can be 
about learning to accept the given reality as natu-
ral, inevitable, even desirable and when necessary, 
learning to adapt to social changes which the vast 
majority of people have had no say in deciding. 
The latter is just as political as education for the 
socialist alternative because it serves to maintain 
the status quo or to assure that change does not 
challenge the essential production and exchange 
relations of capitalist society. Education for social-
ism must begin therefore with an analysis of all the 
relations which pertain in any particular context of 
capitalist education. Although there will be vari-
ations dependent on context, we think two are 
ubiquitous. In fact, these two sets of relations tend 
to act together to produce the distinctive nature of 
contemporary education.
    The first relation is the one which constitutes one 
group of people as learners and the other as teach-
ers. Therefore, the mutual educational processes 
of teaching and learning become separated and 
neither teachers nor learners engage in a complete 
educational experience. To transform this antago-
nistic relation does not mean teachers stop being 
teachers, but they are no longer the exclusive 
teacher in the group and also become learners. 
Learners too, reunite the mutual educational pro-
cesses of teaching and learning within themselves 
and all work together as co-investigators of reality 
and knowledge about reality.
    The separation of people into teachers and 
learners is only possible because of how we relate 
to and conceptualise knowledge within the prac-
tices of capitalist education. Knowledge is treated 
as if it were a commodity, the teacher’s possession, 
which can be transmitted via either traditional or 
progressive methodologies. Its acquisition also be-
comes the goal or end of the educational process. 
If we understand our reality dialectically we know 
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that it is continually moving and changing; therefore 
we cannot abstract knowledge from that reality but 
must treat it as mediation between people and the 
world. Since both our own, subjective and objec-
tive, knowledge and that of academics can be pro-
duced by ideological processes which express cer-
tain phenomena in our world but not the relations 
or dialectic contradictions which cause them, we 
must relate to knowledge critically. It’s not a mat-
ter of aiming only to discover what a certain body 
of knowledge tells us but of examining how the 
knowledge was produced, asking why its producers 
think the knowledge is valid and whose interests 
are ultimately served by one version or another of 
reality. In education for socialism, unlike a capitalist 
education, there can be no completed knowledge 
only a knowledge object which people can critically 
scrutinise and from which they can engage, collec-
tively, in the creation of new knowledge or a deeper 
understanding of their world. Therefore, already 
existing knowledge becomes the starting point 
rather than the end in education for socialism. But 
then the goal is not only to critically understand our 
reality but to change it. In current education eve-
rything tends toward separation. For example, the 
act of acquiring already existing knowledge is the 
educational function and the act of creating new 
knowledge gets hived off into that activity we call 
research. Academic disciplines and specialisation 
fragment the knowledge of our world so that people 
rarely have the chance to investigate all the areas 
they need to consider if they are to understand the 
actual problems, issues or themes that concern us 
and also limit us as human beings. In other words 
we are discouraged from making the links or con-
nections we must make.
    So what we are advocating as a broad frame-
work for socialist education is an approach which, 
like socialism itself, is a movement through which 
we seek, in cooperation with others, to actively 
transform the antagonistic relations of capitalist 
education. The two most fundamental relations are 
those between teacher and learners and between 
all of us and knowledge. By working to transform 
and humanise these relations, we also can create a 
climate in which it is easier to challenge all sorts of 
other antagonistic relations such as those between 
black and white people, between males and fe-
males, between different age groups and between 
people with different physical and mental capa-
bilities or different sexual preferences. Just think 
about all of our struggles for equal opportunities or 
access to education. With education for socialism 
we could be offering not just individuals but groups 
who share a common form of oppression a way to 
authentically improve their lives. Different classes 
of people will remain, as will many of the different 

groups cited above, as long as capitalism is with 
us. But through a socialist approach to education 
we could begin to really challenge the rationality of 
a class based society; and through that challenge, 
we can enlist the support not only of working class 
participants but many others who may choose to 
join their struggle for a classless, non-antagonistic 
society.

One final word on education for 
socialism and how we go about 
reflecting the socialist option 
through it . . . 

In contemporary education very little is made 
explicit. People are treated as objects even 
under some quite humane guises which make 

the whole set-up more palatable. We don’t think 
you can just do education for socialism to people 
because to do so would be oppressive and ma-
nipulative. If socialism is going to be about a really 
new kind of society with new people, then people 
must freely choose it and critically engage in strug-
gling to create and develop it. For that choice to 
be free, they must know what they are choosing 
to engage in. And they may well reject the option 
initially, but then we simply must continue to chal-
lenge them. Few people would deny that education 
should produce critically aware individuals. What 
we have to argue is that education for socialism 
can ensure this goal for everyone not just the lucky 
few who somehow manage to emerge from our 
education system with the advantage of a socialist 
understanding. Let’s end where we started, with 
another insight from Gramsci. He stressed that all 
people think. After all we are conscious beings who 
actively produce our consciousness even when we 
do so within limited or reproductive forms of praxis. 
The role of the socialist educator or political activist 
is not to tell people what to think but to help them 
turn an already existing activity, thinking, into a criti-
cal and creative one.

Notes:
1. YTS: the Youth Training Scheme, ie the scheme by which 
unemployed young people were paid an allowance in return for 
undergoing ‘training’,was devised by Norman Tebbit following 
the 1981 riots, and introduced by the Thatcher government, 
under the control of the Manpower Services Commission, with 
effect from 1983.
2. The Socialist Movement developed out of the Socialist Con-
ference and, before that, the Socialist Society, which was set 
up by Raymond Williams, Richard Kuper and others in the early 
1980s.
3. The meeting referred to took place in Nottingham in Sep-
tember 1989 and set up the Socialist Movement Education 
Sub-Group. 
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Workers’ education and ‘learning’ 
have historically been embed-
ded in struggle. In workers’ social 
movements ‘education’ was seen 

as a transformative, even revolutionary, pro-
cess to be built in to organisation. Thus this 
self-generated and controlled popular education 
was a central feature in popular working class 
movements. With the re-emergence of mass 
protest and revolutionary demands in 2011 from 
the Arab Spring through ‘Indignado’ and Occupy 
(there were 951 cities in 82 countries in mid Oc-
tober with such movements), to general strikes 
and workers’ marches and rallies, what is now 
being recognised is that social movements, par-
ticularly contentious social movements, those 
involved in collective political struggle, have a 
cultural and educational role at their core. The 
recent establishing of the squatted ‘Bank of 
Ideas’ in central London perhaps makes the 
point.
    In Britain, early social movements in the 
19th century around the unions were linked to 
Owenite demands for co-operative production 
as an alternative to capitalism. The education of 
workers involved in the Owenite movement was 
seen as central to its achievement. Owenites 
set up Halls of Science, adult education centres 
for this education programme. The Chartists, 

the first mass working class political social 
movement, were to follow in the 1830s and 
1840s with their own newspapers, clubs and 
education centres. ‘Knowledge Chartists’ like 
William Lovett made intellectual freedom their 
first political priority, calling for adult education 
programmes and public libraries governed by 
the workers themselves.
    “The Sheffield People’s College founded in 
1842 was governed democratically by its stu-
dents; in 1849 its president was a shoemaker . . 
. Thanks to the People’s College, observed one 
radical artisan ‘There is a peculiarity in the town 
of Sheffield above all others that I have noticed 
in that town, all classes of labourers dare to 
speak out the truth that is within them, ay, and 
labour while they think’.”
    The early adult education programmes devel-
oped by these classic social movements of early 
industrial England were based on the idea of 
education as ‘really useful knowledge’, educa-
tion to change their worlds.
    A letter written to the Poor Man’s Guardian 
in 1834 spells out the educational agenda of 
social movements of the period: ‘A man may be 
amused and instructed by scientific literature but 
the language which describes his wrongs clings 
to his mind with an unparalleled pertinacity . . 
. What we want to be informed about is - how 

John Grayson discusses anti-deportation campaigning in South Yorkshire

Outrage and 
really useful 
knowledge
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to get out of our present troubles’. This notion 
of really useful knowledge, learning for action, 
is surprisingly long-lived in parts of the educa-
tion agendas set by modern and current social 
movements and their members. Knowledge and 
adult education is still, for some, about critical 
consciousness, organising and changing the 
world. ‘Militant research’ and interviews with ac-
tivists in the ant-deportation social movement in 
South Yorkshire suggest that important continui-
ties survive.

Working-class adult education 
embedded in South Yorkshire

In Britain social movements demanding really 
useful knowledge have created ‘in and against 
the state’ educational innovations and institu-
tions, on the margins of the state but chal-
lenging official policies and contesting formal 
pedagogy and educational regimes. In the 
1950s through to the 1980s the working-class 
proletarian culture of South Yorkshire based on 
coal and steel produced through university three 
year day release courses, a radicalised WEA 
and trade union courses a generation of trade 
union leaders, MPs and rank and file activists. 
The culture produced two workers’ education 
‘colleges’: Wortley Hall and, in 1979, Northern 
College in Barnsley. Northern College itself was 
arguably the creation of an alliance of social 
movements at a particular historical moment, 
both trades union and community social move-
ments.
    In the 1980s the longest miners’ strike in 
British history also produced a working-class 
women’s movement, Women Against Pit 
Closures. WAPC was launched at the Col-
lege. WAPC continued for the next few years to 
organise programmes at Northern, and many of 
its leading members were to ‘graduate’ through 
courses at the College.

Anti-deportation campaigns and 
popular adult education

These traditions of links between popular work-
ers’ adult education and social movements have 
resurfaced in the anti-racist and anti-deportation 
struggles of the past few years. In South York-
shire, where socialist traditions of workers’ edu-
cation and left social movements are embedded 
in what Dai Smith has called a ‘community of 

purpose’, there is strong evidence of continuities 
in current social movements.
    The political economy of popular adult edu-
cation has changed, with coal and steel em-
ployment gone, replaced by low wage service 
industry and public sector jobs. The region has 
been the destination of asylum seekers, refugees 
and migrant workers since the ‘dispersal’ policies 
of 2002. In June 2005 there were 1,320 asylum 
seekers receiving NASS (National Asylum Sup-
port Service) support in Sheffield, from 56 differ-
ent countries of origin. There were around 1,500 
Slovak and Czech Roma in Rotherham and Shef-
field. In the 2001 census Sheffield had 8 per cent 
of its residents from BME (Black and Minority 
Ethnic) origins. In 2007 30 per cent of births in 
the city were to migrant families. The global has 
certainly become local.
    Racist political and media discourses seeking 
to divide workers in the face of unemployment 
and onslaughts on their wages and Welfare State 
rights have produced a ‘commonsense racism’ 
which in turn has fuelled the rise of the far right 
and fascist organisations. By May 2004 126,000 
people voted for the BNP in European and local 
elections in Yorkshire and the Humber region. 
In 2009 a BNP MEP was elected for the region. 
In Barnsley the BNP fielded candidates in most 
wards in every election from 2004 to May 2011.
    There was a growing awareness amongst 
groups and organisations in Sheffield that rac-
ism was on the increase and traditional attitudes 
towards political refugees had been replaced by 
the punitive and at times brutal operation of asy-
lum legislation, creating in Steve Cohen’s memo-
rable phrase ‘the Orwellian world of immigration 
controls’. Interviewing activists in the social 
movement organisations that have developed in 
response to these policies, I found, as one inter-
viewee put it, a social movement built around the 
‘politics of outrage’, outrage at the way asylum 
seekers were treated. A range of organisations 
developed in anti-racist, asylum rights and anti-
deportation campaigning, mainly in Sheffield, 
who had by 2011 around 400 activists willing to 
be mobilised for direct action in solidarity with 
asylum seekers. These organisations mobilised 
many activists in their fifties and sixties, veterans 
of trade union struggles like the Miners’ Strike 
of 1984-85 and the ‘Socialist Republic of South 
Yorkshire’, when Labour local authorities defied 
Thatcherite cuts and were in return abolished.
    The organisations also deploy popular adult 
education methods for campaigning - including 
‘teach-ins’ and ‘awareness raising’ public meet-
ings to mobilise workers and students. One 
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meeting in April 2009 was entitled ‘Atrocious 
Barbarism’, quoting a Lancet description of the 
government’s proposals to restrict access to 
health services for asylum seekers. Flyers for 
the meeting aimed at health and medical work-
ers invited them to ‘Discuss the issues, organise 
resistance’. A hundred workers and campaigners 
turned out and a branch of the action group ‘Med 
Act’ was formed by medical students attending.
    The ‘teach in’ model was used in March 2010 
for a meeting on ‘Asylum Law and Justice’ at 
Sheffield University, with well known national and 
Sheffield-based immigration lawyers. Over 70 
students, lecturer, local solicitors, refugees and 
asylum seekers attended, and started the pro-
cess which established South Yorkshire Refugee 
Law and Justice in 2011, mobilising and train-
ing volunteer legal advisers and researchers for 
individual anti-deportation cases.
    The most interesting ‘revival’ in left social 
movement organising and educating was per-
haps the organising of an election hustings in 
April 2010 before the general election, with local 
candidates debating the ‘pledges’ on asylum 
which social movement organisations had asked 
candidates to support. Around 300 people 
packed a central Methodist hall - by far the larg-
est election meeting held in the campaign.

Refugee political education 
and campaigning

Around half the activists are asylum seekers and 
refugees, and the movement has emphasised 
human rights issues through debates and work-
shops on the countries represented in Sheffield. 
Local refugees from affected countries have 
organised or led debates in 2011 on the Arab 
Spring in Libya, Syria, Yemen, and on warfare in 
Southern Sudan. Congolese political refugees 
have organised Africa Time, an organisation 
highlighting conditions in the Democratic Repub-
lic of Congo (DRC). Emigre and serving politi-
cians from Zimbabwe, Uganda, Eritrea and the 
DRC are invited to address workshops organised 
by the anti-deportation network There is some in-
volvement by Sheffield University, the WEA and 
Northern College but most are self organised. 
The educational work is integral to the organis-
ing, campaigning and political lobbying. Drop-in 
centres for asylum seekers in Sheffield have 
become places where personal stories become 
the basis for campaigns against deportation led 
by asylum seekers themselves, with tutors using 

Freirean methods to politicise English language 
sessions.
    The South Yorkshire experience has also 
demonstrated the radical mobilisation of church 
groups with local anarchists organising squatting 
workshops for church groups to occupy vacant 
houses for destitute asylum seekers. Trade union 
solidarity also takes the form of joint campaign-
ing, and a symbolic workshop day of solidarity 
with asylum seekers was organised by teachers’ 
unions, the Trades Council and the NUM at the 
Miners’ Hall in Barnsley on May Day 2009.
    The anti-deportation movement in South York-
shire indicates that current ‘outrage’ social move-
ments can reconnect to traditions of defiance 
and organisation, traditions which re-emphasise 
the centrality of popular adult education and the 
search for ‘really useful knowledge’.

Some useful reading:

Cohen, S. 2006 Deportation is Freedom: the 
Orwellian world of immigration controls London: 
Jessica Kinsley

Foley, G. 2004 Learning in Social Action: a 
contribution to understanding informal education 
London: Zed Books; Leicester: NIACE

Hessel, S. 2011 Time for Outrage London: Quar-
tet

Newman, M. 2006 Teaching Defiance: stories 
and strategies for activist educators: a book writ-
ten in wartime San Francisco: Jossey Bass

Rose, J. 2001 The Intellectual Life of the British 
Working Classes London: Yale University Press

Smith, D. 2010 In the Frame: memory in society 
1910 to 2010 Cardigan: Parthian.
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Our formal education system was founded 
on the notion of equipping people for work. 
Forster’s Education Act of 1870 (which 

needed to be taken up by local bodies) catered for 
5 to 12 year olds and was directed at helping to 
turn them into more effective hired hands. It basi-
cally established a capitalist system of education.
    Yet other values gradually emerged within and 
upon this formal system, to humanise it somewhat.
    Within the system, some teachers and pupils 
began to ask the awkward question ‘Why?’ Why 
should we do x? Why should we accept that z 
follows from y? And even, why should we take any-
thing for granted? Whilst the forces for conformity 
were powerful, the intellect’s key weapon of ‘why?’ 
kept finding its way forward and partially helped to 
adjust the formal educational system.
    Outside influences also came to impinge 
themselves upon the formal educational system. 
Working-class adults had for a long time educated 
themselves in what is known as the autodidactic 
tradition (1) and had united together in ventures 
such as the 1842 Sheffield People’s College (2), 
and had established collective facilities such as 
reading rooms for and by miners in the North East 
in 1850 (3). When school education spread from 
1870, elements of the working class then pressed 
individually and collectively for improved education 
for their children.
    The long term impact of such pressures came to 
its highest fruition with moves to full employment, 
a welfare state and forms of public ownership 
around the time of the ending of the Second World 
War. A mixed model of education began to emerge 
alongside that of a mixed economy. For a period 
it seemed to open up the possibility of a vastly 
improved democratic model of education. But when 
a period of consensus politics emerged, further 
significant educational progress was somewhat 
placed on hold. Then from Thatcherism onwards, 
we have seen the earlier hopes dashed and (as 
with economics and social welfare) a dramatic shift 
back to the capitalist model. Today’s difference 
being that modern capitalism needs numbers of 

people to have modern skills to handle a new and 
ever changing technology - even though many 
modern equivalents of the earlier wage slaves end 
up working in call centres and the like, rather than 
mines and factories. Many more (including the 
young) becoming long term unemployed.
    What then should we look for in an alternative 
democratic socialist model of education - even 
though we need to recognise that its very achieve-
ment will also require many other economic and 
social changes to be taking place at the same 
time? Here we need to recognise that the very 
ideas we carry in our minds are the key to wider 
social change.
    First: facilities and opportunities for individual 
self-fulfilment. It is a characteristic of humanity that 
it developed intelligence as an evolutionary char-
acteristic to ensure our well-being and survival. 
There is no end to our intellectual endeavour if it is 
encouraged and not destroyed.
    Secondly, avenues for our collective well-being 
and advancement. Democracy needs much more 
than a universal franchise and periodic elections 
(as important as these are). It needs a widespread 
interest in the search for the means by which we 
can build and maintain a fair and just society.
    Thirdly, everyone is shaped and influenced by 
their environment and experiences. But too many 
of today’s influences via the media, advertising and 
commercial values have undermined the previous 
mixed economy of formal and informal educational 
values. We need to work for an overall environment 
in which questioning, enquiry and the quest for un-
derstandings are to the fore. This has consequenc-
es for the quality of life, which goes well beyond an 
intelligent interest in political activity (important as 
this is).
    Fourthly: education should be for life. People 
should have ready access to formal and informal 
educational avenues outside of their basic years at 
school or as college or university students. Minds 
that settle have died.
    Fifthly: the stress on all the above forms of edu-
cation does not ignore the need to equip people 

Harry Barnes

The politics of 
education
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for work. But it does go way beyond such a con-
cern. Not only can skills-training be part of a wider 
educational system, but those who are drawn into 
intellectual pursuits will find there is a spin-off when 
they approach the world of employment. For intel-
ligent people are well equipped to learn new and 
passing skills in what is a highly technological and 
changing age.
    Finally, democratic socialist education will only 
fulfil its potential if it recognises that nothing can 
ever be known with absolute certainty outside of 
claims of an analytic or tautological nature. Wheth-
er people involve themselves in investigations in 
the areas of the arts, social studies or the sciences, 
they need to be aware that the person who only 
knows their own side of the case knows little of 
that. We need to understand counter-ideas and to 
engage with them intellectually. The sciences are 
the area which are normally perceived as being 
able to supply us with the greatest reliability. Yet 
some of the scientific certainties that seem to have 
been discovered by Newton were later replaced by 
the ideas of Einstein. And now some of Einstein’s 
established ideas are being challenged by seri-
ous scientists. The reason that doubt is healthy in 
both education and life is that if we ever drop the 
question ‘why?’ from our investigations we become 
intellectually inert.

Notes:

(1) see Jonathan Rose, The Intellectual Life of the British 
Working Classes (Yale Nota Bene, 2002). The quotes in 
Notes 2 and 3 are from his book.
(2) “The Sheffield People’s College, founded in 1842, 
was governed democratically by its students: in 1849 the 
President was a shoemaker. The College taught geog-
raphy, history, modern languages, Latin, Greek, science 
and philosophy, and students were encouraged to dis-
cuss politics. Thanks to the People’s College, observed 
one radical artisan, ‘There is a peculiarity in the town of 
Sheffield above all others I have noticed: in that town, all 
classes of labourers dare to speak the truth that is within 
them, ay, and labour while they think’.” (p190)
(3) “Around 1850, nineteen out of fifty-four collieries in 
Northumberland and Durham had some kind of library or 
reading room.” (p238).
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