University & College Union - Defend Public Education Conference, Saturday 10 March 2012

Workshop 4, Facilitated by Jane Hardy, National Executive Committee 

Note taker: Rob Copeland

The group discussed the reasons why major education campaigns (e.g. fees, academies) had failed to generate the level of support enjoyed by the campaign to ‘Save the NHS’ or even local campaigns to  fight the closure of public libraries.   

The group saw the major task of the UCU as trying to generate the level of support enjoyed by the campaign to ‘Save the NHS’ (and local campaigns to fight the closure of public libraries) in defence of education, something which to date it had not been successful. 

Some felt that it was because of the fragmentation within the national education system (e.g. between schools, colleges, universities) as well not communicating the nature of our members’ work to the public. Another possible challenge in doing this was that we are still in a ‘transitional’ period and so cannot yet show the long-term impact of current government policies on post-school education (e.g. the effects of increased undergraduate fees on access to postgraduate education). However, others felt that there are already examples of significant cuts in provision (e.g. London Metropolitan University) and both statistical and anecdotal evidence to indicate declining interest in applications to study at the undergraduate level. 

In terms of mobilising popular opinion it was suggested that the public does understand the ‘generational unfairness’ of transferring educational costs onto students, but that more could be done to highlight the fact that UK higher education, like the NHS, is a successful example of a publicly-funded and regulated service.  

In the workshop participants also stressed the need to: 

· prioritise the issue of access and the right to education;  

· highlight both the economic and cultural value of post- school education;

· identify international examples of ‘good practice’; 

· establish links between industrial struggles (e.g. on pensions) and wider education campaigns; 

· focus on FE as well as HE issues  (e.g. the impact of FE loans on participation levels); 

· challenge the notion of students as ‘consumers’ of education. 
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