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F
rom the early 1950s till now, most students

on vocational courses in UK further and

higher education (FHE) have been required –

either as part of their course or in parallel with it -  to

undertake some form of general education - that is,

to engage with teaching and learning that offers

them access to information, concepts and

techniques beyond those they require for entry to -

or progression within - their intended employment

fields.

    The history of this general education can be

understood in terms of five overlapping phases: one

that began in the early 1950s with the introduction of

Liberal Studies (LS); one that began in the early

1960s with the development of General Studies

(GS); one that emerged from the mid-1970s with the

introduction of General and Communication Studies

(G&CS) and of the City and Guilds of London

Institute (CGLI) Certificate in Communication Skills;

one that began around 1983 with the setting-up of

the Business and Technician Education Council

(BTEC); and one that developed between the early

1990s and the present.

    The general education provided in the first two of

these phases was liberal, in that it claimed to foster

forms of social and cultural understanding as a

vehicle for broadening minds and developing citizens

able to engage in rational debate and well-informed

judgement. In contrast, the general education

provided in the fifth phase has been driven by

imperatives which ultimately reflect the difference

between a situation where employers require FHE to

deliver a skilled workforce for industrial production

and one where they require it to deliver a semi-

skilled workforce for IT-based financial and other

services. In the third and fourth phases there was a

struggle, both  between and within forms of general

education, in which liberal assumptions and these

antagonistic imperatives confronted one another.

Over the period in which some or all of the general

education education element within vocational

courses in FHE can be classed as liberal education,

thousands of lecturers taught this, and millions of

students attended their classes.

Government

The introduction of LS in the 1950s and the

continued expansion of GS in the 1960s reflected a

consensus, never total, in favour of liberal education

amongst key figures within national and local

government, as well as many college leaders and

large employers.

    The form in which this consensus found

expression at the level of courses resulted from
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assumptions which can be traced back in a direct

fashion to the1919 Final Report of the Adult

Education Committee of the Ministry of

Reconstruction, which stated that:

We are anxious that technical instruction

should...be further broadened by the inclusion of

studies which will enable the student to relate his

own occupation to the industry of which it is a part,

to appreciate the place of that industry in the

economic life of the nation and the world, and to

interpret the economic life of the community in

terms of social values . . . especially because it

seems to us vital to provide the fullest opportunities

for personal development and for the realisation of a

higher standard of citizenship’.

(Ministry of Reconstruction 1919: pp.152-153)

However, behind this report, published at what is

arguably the key moment in the history of UK-based

working-class struggle so far, lies a history that

goes back to a much earlier phase in the

emergence of an industrial working class here (and

therefore also in the world).

    In the 1820s and 1830s, attempts by the rising

capitalist class to disrupt working-class educational

self-organisation mainly took the form of the

activities of the Philosophic Radicals – that is, the

group around Jeremy Bentham and Henry

Brougham, organised in the Society for the Diffusion

of Useful Knowledge.

Impact

But under the impact of the so-called Plug Plot

Riots (that is, the embryonic general strike of

industrial workers across much of Britain) in 1842

and the broader development of Chartism, there

emerged, after the defeat of Chartism in 1848, a

different type of ruling-class initiative, which

continued at least until 2010. This initiative was

developed initially by the group of upper class,

university-connected Christian Socialists around

Frederick Denison Maurice who founded the

Workingmen’s College in 1854. This group had the

idea that the edge of working-class self-organisation

could be blunted if the universities involved

themselves in adult education in such a way as to

create from amongst working-class activists and

would-be self-educators a compliant layer who would

take positions in unions and in electoral politics.

    This initiative was also part of a move within

Oxford and Cambridge to forestall state-sponsored

modernisation of these institutions and allow them

to go on catering for an upper-class Anglican elite.

The universities could do this if they showed that

they were providing adult education for wider

sections of the population through extension

provision, thereby leaving the core of what they did

free from modernising interference (as sponsored, for

example, by Prince Albert). However, the extension

movement rapidly turned into a middle-class

preserve, with middle-class women excluded from

universities eventually forming the majority of

students. Another variant, the settlement movement,

also failed to produce the intended compliant layer.

    With a resurgence of working-class industrial

struggle from the late 1880s, which continued to

grow through to 1919 and beyond, and which was

accompanied by a strong growth of working-class

collective and individual self-education in politics,

economics and philosophy, the Christian Socialist

tendency, now concentrated on Balliol College

Oxford, backed the idea of tutorial classes which

they themselves had already floated but which was

revived by the founder of the WEA, the Co-operative

Society clerk Albert Mansbridge, who was himself a

product of the extension and settlement movements.

Dynamic

In 1907-08, the Oxford Extension Delegacy, the

most dynamic part of which was the Catiline Club

group of young, upper-class Christian Socialist

tutors which included the historian R. H. Tawney, the

future archbishop of Canterbury William Temple and

Alfred Zimmern, working with the WEA leadership,

set about trying to take control of Ruskin College in

Oxford as part of their intention to create a national

network of tutorial classes that would pick out

working-class activists and eventually send some of

them to do a diploma in economics at Oxford

University itself. It was the collision between this

and the mineworkers, railway workers and others

then at Ruskin that produced the strike there in

1909, from which the Plebs League, the Central

Labour College (CLC) and (in 1921) the National

Council of Labour Colleges (NCLC) arose.

    In 1917, against the background of the unresolved

‘great unrest’, the revolutions in Russia and the

slaughter and mutinies on the Western Front, the

Lloyd George government set up a Ministry for

Reconstruction, and, within this, an Adult Education

Committee, which was dominated by people like the

Balliol College Christian Socialists, Catiline Club

members, and Mansbridge but which also included,

for example, adult education people from the YMCA

such as Basil Yeaxlee. In 1919, the Adult Education

Committee produced its Final Report, which

recommended that state funding be used to support

a national adult education system run by

‘responsible bodies’,  in short bodies like the WEA

and YMCA.
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    Although there were about 20 people on the

Committee, this report was in fact written by

Tawney, his former WEA tutorial class student E. S.

Cartwright, the master of Balliol College Oxford A. L.

Smith, and Arthur Greenwood, a prominent figure in

the WEA in Yorkshire. Its standpoint is that of the

Christian Socialist tradition organised in the Oxford

University Extension Delegacy, which in turn had

sponsored the formation in 1905 of the WEA itself,

and which in 1908 produced Oxford and Working-

Class Education (Harrop,1987), thereby triggering

the 1909 ‘strike’ at Ruskin College. It can be seen

from chapter XI of the 1919 report, titled ‘Technical

education and humane studies’ (Ministry of

Reconstruction 1919: pp149-151) that the authors

were deeply sceptical about the educational value of

technical and technological courses.

    The overall recommendation of the 1919 Final

Report was not implemented at the time, and was

swallowed up in the class struggles from 1919

through to 1926, and then the economic collapse

from 1929 and eventually World War 2. However, it

can be seen, for example from what happened in

Wales as analysed by Richard Lewis in his 1993

book Leaders and Teachers, that during the 1930s,

as union-funded IWCE was starved of funds, the

state-funded WEA was able increasingly to take

hold of adult education. From the start of World War

2,  it was also able to dominate the Army Education

Service and Army Bureau of Current Affairs.

    As World War 2 was drawing to a close, there

grew up amongst some elements of the ruling class

a fear comparable to that which arose in 1917, and

this continued into the 1950s, when it was

sharpened by the expansion of industrial production

which developed then and continued through much

of the 1960s (because this necessarily led to a tight

labour market for skilled, unionised workers in such

fields as engineering, shipbuilding, car-making,

steel, mining etc). It became the orthodoxy amongst

a broad section of (especially large, industrial)

employers that the scientific – and more especially

the technological and technical education – that

went with this must be accompanied by liberal

education, in other words, that there would be

political dangers in allowing courses in these areas

to be too narrow, and ideological advantages in

arranging for them to be broadened.

Model

The powers-that-be therefore looked for a model of

liberal education that would be suitable for this. It

was offered to them by the National Institute for

Adult Education (NIAE) – in other words, by the

extension movement/WEA in a different guise. The

model the NIAE proposed was derived from a

watered-down version of the tutorial class format

adopted in 1907-08, which was centred on the

interaction between highly-motivated, elite HE

lecturers and highly-motivated working- and lower-

middle class students. In short, then, it was the

model proposed in 1919 which, though not

implemented at the time, nevertheless became and

remained extremely influential at the level of ideas.

    In 1952, the NIAE issued Social Aspects of

Further Education. A Survey of Local Education

Authority Action. The last chapter of this (pp42-48),

titled ‘The setting for vocational studies’, is based on

replies from ‘a number of principals’ to an NIAE

survey, one aim of which was to discover the extent

to which ‘technical instruction’ ‘contribute[d] both in

settings and methods to cultural and social

experience’. In the ‘Summary and Conclusion’ that

followed (NIAE 1952: pp49-53), it was pointed out

that, although ‘There is fortunately no evidence that

the increase in activities variously described as

social, recreational or “hobby” [ie in FHE] has

impeded the growth of courses of disciplined study

whether for vocational or other purposes’, the fact

remains that: ‘ . . . thinking still demands effort and

to increase the relatively small number of people

willing to organise their thinking, to extend it by

reading and close discussion and to sharpen it by

expressing their reflections in writing, otherwise than

to meet examination requirements, remains a

difficult and important task. It is a special challenge

to bring this work, as now promoted by the

universities and the W.E.A. into relation with the

more limited objectives of most evening institute

adult students.’

Discussion

This shows, first, that in 1952 some institutions

were already taking steps to liberalise technical

course provision, and, second, that within WEA/

NIAE circles a discussion was under way about how

to extend from adult education into vocational FHE

the approach used in WEA tutorial and similar

classes – in short, to implement the course of

action recommended in 1919.

    In 1955 the NIAE produced a 128-page book,

Liberal Education in a Technical Age. This

publication shows that moves by principals to

liberalise provision had continued since 1952. In its

last chapter, ‘Summing-up and conclusions’, the

author (Boris Ford, formerly a prominent figure in the

Army Education Service, the Army Bureau of

Current Affairs and its civilian continuation), on

behalf of the NIAE committee of enquiry, says that ‘.

. . we strongly urge that a certain measure of liberal
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non-vocational study should be included in

vocational education’, recommending that ‘for day-

release students at least one and a half hours during

the day should be devoted to non-vocational studies,

and that for full-time and sandwich course students

such work should represent about one-fifth of their

time-table’ (NIAE 1955: p123).

    In March 1957, responding to the February 1956

White Paper Technical Education, the WEA itself

produced The Development of Technical Education.

The author quotes parts of the White Paper,

including the words ‘Technical education must not

be too narrowly vocational or too confined to one

skill or trade. We must teach people to be adaptable

for swift change’, ‘more attention must be paid to the

teaching of good plain English’ and ‘We cannot

afford to neglect spiritual and human values’. He/she

then comments that:  ‘It is not only a question of

adding arts and social studies courses to the stock

in trade of the technical college. It means producing

and encouraging teachers who are able to enthuse

technical students with an interest in the English

language and the liberal studies in general. And it

means giving both teachers and students the time

and the facilities to achieve this.’ (WEA 1957: p10)

Slot

We need to read the 1957 Ministry of Education

Circular 323, Liberal Education in Technical

Colleges, against the background of this discussion

within the NIAE and WEA. However, it seems likely

that liberal education took the form of LS (that is, of

a timetable slot) as a result of the interaction within

colleges between the NIAE/WEA’s preferred model

and practical constraints on money, time and space.

    In the early 1950s the majority of FHE students

were either full-time or sandwich-course students in

institutions which would now be part of HE, or part-

time evening-only students in institutions which

would now be part of FE. Both of these groups, like

the few employees then given day-release, would

have had a relatively high level of prior attainment,

either through school and/or through individual

pursuit of post-compulsory technical education, and

would have been reasonably sure of employment

and/or promotion within a well-defined sphere of

skilled employment. Furthermore, liberal studies

would have been done mainly with the full-time group

and taught either by part-timer lecturers recruited

from a variety of backgrounds, or by vocational or

academic (for example science) lecturers willing to

accept this on their timetables.

    However, in the later 1950s expansion of the craft

layer in industry led to increases in part-time (that

is, day- or block- release) provision, within which LS

came increasingly to be done also with FE

students. As this expansion continued, and

especially in the early 1960s, it also drew into

colleges young people who would previously have

had unskilled jobs and thus been excluded from

post-compulsory education. This group would have

included young people with relatively low school

attainments, but also, for example, young people

from African-Caribbean backgrounds with higher

attainments who had hitherto been excluded from

technical course in FE by racism in apprentice

recruitment.

Effort

One effect of this development was that the term GS

came increasingly to be used in place of LS.

Another was that more effort was made to propose –

but never to impose - models of content for this

course element, as for example in the1962 DES

document General Studies in Technical Colleges.

Lastly, more emphasis than hitherto was placed on

English as a component within this. For example,

the 1962 document maintained that: ‘The first need

of the students in both the technical and general

elements of their course is to develop their

communication skills. They must be able to make

themselves understood in speech and writing . . .

Success in their technical subjects will directly

depend on mastery of these skills . . .’ (DES 1962:

p2)

    By the second half of the 1960s, the extension of

university education to a broader section of 18-21

year-olds produced a pool of young humanities and

social science graduates from working-class

backgrounds from which the increased need for GS

lecturers could be met. Many of these graduates

were appointed to specialise in this area of work,

and joined departments or sections now being set

up to specialise in servicing vocational departments

with GS.

    In GS classes, then, students who were different

from those in the 1950s, and lecturers who were

different both from liberal studies lecturers and from

technical lecturers came together, in a social

context characterised by a tight labour market, high

levels of union activity, and growing self-assertion by

working-class young people in fields like music,

fashion and sport. They did so, moreover, in a

timetable slot which the state pressed colleges to

provide, and which awarding bodies required

students to undertake but did not assess. In the

resulting curricular space, students frequently

pushed lecturers into reciprocal, mutual and dialogic

modes of teaching and learning normally excluded

from formal education.
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    During the mid and late 1970s, other forms of

general education began to appear in vocational

courses. Hitherto, first-line supervisory staff,

especially in engineering, had been recruited from

experienced craftspersons who, where they had

formal qualifications, had usually achieved them

either through advanced craft courses and/or via

Ordinary or Higher National Certificates. From the

mid-1970s, however, following recommendations in

the 1969 Haslegrave Report (DES 1969), as part of

a process by which craft workers in engineering,

building, and analogous workers in other fields, were

differentiated into operatives and supervisory

technicians, the latter began to be recruited directly

from school leavers who were then released onto

courses validated by the newly-formed Technician

Education Council (TEC). A new model of general

education, General and Communication Studies

(G&CS), was introduced as a compulsory element

in TEC courses, with the result that for the first time

a form of liberal education was assessed and graded

in at least nominal parity with other vocational

course elements. But as these G&CS units were

devised at the level of the individual college - albeit

within a framework laid down and moderated by TEC

- this allowed GS teachers in some institutions – in

those, that is, where GS practitioners collectively

devised them - to exercise a high degree of control

over what was to be taught and learnt. In these

colleges, then, G&CS was both a form of liberal

education and a form of general education where

content and structure were specified, assessed and

graded much more systematically than hitherto.

Targeted

In the second half of the 1970s, there arose two

forms of general education provision which were

targeted on students  below technician level and

based on anti-liberal assumptions. The first of these

emerged initially within some Inner London

Education Authority (ILEA) colleges but from 1977

became the CGLI Certificate in Communication

Skills (772) – a ‘free-standing’ qualification focused

on reading, writing, speaking and listening ‘skills’

isolated from social, cultural or vocational content

and substituted for General Studies with craft

students. At the same time areas of high

unemployment saw the introduction via the

Manpower Services Commission (MSC) of Social

and Life Skills training for unemployed people.

Where  this took place within FE colleges, as for

example on Merseyside, such training was, like

772, commonly conducted by GS lecturers.

    Towards the end of the 1970s, then, FE courses,

including their general education components, were

being restructured to reflect a corresponding division

in the workforce between a minority judged to

possess supervisory potential, and a majority judged

capable of functioning only as semi-skilled

operatives vulnerable to recurring unemployment.

In 1983-84, in conjunction with the merger of TEC

with the Business Education Council (BEC) to form

BTEC, an attempt was made by the awarding body

to impose across all its courses a model of general

education derived from BEC – that is, to abolish

G&CS. Although a compromise was reached which

for a time enabled former G&CS lecturers to

participate in BTEC course teams, this development

anticipated the wholesale restructuring of courses,

reflecting the ‘de-industrialisation’ of the UK

economy,  through which in the early 1990s the

recommendations of the 1988 Review of Vocational

Qualifications were implemented. There then

followed three different forms of general education –

Core Skills, Key Skills and Functional Skills – each

of which moved further away from the liberal

assumptions and open-ended methods on which LS,

GS and G&CS were based, so that eventually, and

as a consequence also of restrictions on staff

development stemming from the 1993 incorporation

of colleges, practitioners in these areas ceased to

feel connected to the ethos and esprit de corps that

had sometimes characterised LS, GS and G&CS.

Few, if any, of those teaching in these areas today

are aware of the history linking their work to liberal

studies.

    There are many reasons why we – and especially

its former practitioners - should view critically what

was done within LS/GS/G&CS. To reclaim its legacy

now and for the future we need to identify its

weaknesses as well as its strengths, seeking to

understand the causes of both, and to make them

known to present-day practitioners of general

education in FHE.

    Amongst these causes, arguably, is the shaping

influence of the model of liberal education that

entered vocational FHE in the 1950s via the NIAE.

(Other models were available, for example the one

put forward in 1868 by T.H. Huxley, ironically in a

talk given as principal at the South London

Workingmen’s College, which was financially under

the control of F. D. Maurice.)

Scepticism

The NIAE model is a synthesis of several

components. But one of these is a deep scepticism

about industrial production and hence about the

necessity for workers to ‘understand the underlying

principles of all trades’, as Marx had put it when

advocating ‘polytechnical education’. It is arguable
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that this strand in the model inescapably negates

other strands within it which we would otherwise

want to support.

    The NIAE model might have looked feasible to

policy-makers in the context of technical and

technological education as it was in the 1950s – that

is, with a relatively thin layer of self-improving

craftspersons who were voluntarily attending evening

classes. But when it was extended to day-release

classes in the 1960s it presented lecturers with a

task that was always on the brink of being

impossible, partly because of large classes,

unsympathetic timetabling, lack of rooms and the

like, but more especially at a conceptual level, in

that there was a fundamental ambiguity as to what it

was for.

Rich

It is arguably because of this ‘impossibility’ that the

practice of GS is potentially such a rich source of

insights into what all post-compulsory education has

been, is and can be. To do their jobs at all the

lecturers concerned, especially those who did only

or mainly GS with craft students, were forced

regularly to confront issues from which most FHE

lecturers - not to mention school and pre-1993

university teachers – are most of the time,

protected. On the other hand, it may well be

because of this ‘impossibility’ that LS/GS/G&CS

failed to survive ‘de-industrialisation’.

    Further investigation is likely to show that only

when vocational courses place at their centre forms

of teaching and learning like those pioneered in LS,

GS and G&CS will they assist students to develop

the capacities that are needed, both at an individual

and at a collective level, now and in the foreseeable

future.
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