University & College Union - Defend Public Education Conference

Workshop 5, Facilitated by Richard McEwan, Tower Hamlets College and Vice Chair Education Committee

Note taker: Dan Taubman

Richard opened the workshop by thanking everyone for coming and saying how uplifting it was to talk about our vision of education and learning.

The chair raised topics for discussion and posed the question made during the plenary: How can we better mobilise public support for education given the high value the public places on its value as a universal entitlement?

The conference and this workshop session was an opportunity to link the very important industrial relations issues of pay, conditions of service, pensions and cuts, to the deeper issues around teaching and learning, privatization, tackling the market, what education is for, education and training in FE and HE. 

The education committee planned to develop a Manifesto of our vision for education, not just of what we are against but also what we are for. We want to encourage collective discussion in branches, regions and congress to discuss and inform the manifesto. And hoped delegates would organize an education conference in their union branches to continue the discussion perhaps under the title: ‘Jobs and Education’ or ‘What is FE and HE for? Where is it going?’.

Delegates were invited to discuss the idea of ‘left vocationalism’ that Ken Spours had raised in his opening presentation to the Conference. There is a narrowing of the curriculum toward employability at a time when 1 million young people are not in education, employment or training (the NEETs). 

The chair suggested that vocational programmes for young people should support general education; and academic qualifications should incorporate skills. The government needs to create jobs for young people, we cannot have vocationalism if there are no jobs. 
A lively discussion on the issue of vocationalism and employability in both HE and FE began. 

Here are some points we raised and explored during the discussion:

· Moving away and critiquing the extreme utilitarian view of vocationalism that was beginning to dominate both HE and FE education. 

· Vocationalism should be seen as much more than this.
· That the discussion around vocationalism can be a useful focus to think about the social value of education. It should include economic dimensions but was more than just these. 

· Vocationalism should be improving access to economic opportunities but this shouldn’t be its central purpose. 

· Many people young and adults came to FE looking for vocational qualifications to obtain or improve their employment prospects. 

· Reference was made to the old WEA slogan ‘Knowledge is power’. 

· It was about empowerment. 

· That education should not be divided and the vocational – academic debate was a false debate.  

· Vocational education was not just about hairdressing or plumbing. 

· There was a limited concept of vocationalism at the expense of a more generous and expansive concept of education. 

· The most important thing was not to channel young people into either the vocational or academic route often based on false selection. 

· Vocational education in the UK but also across other European countries was seen as second class education only for those not fit for academic studies. 

· Vocational education should be about transferable skills and critical thinking. 

· The vocational university produced people for the professions and there was a need to take part the debate about professional education and training in this context. 

· The discussion in the workshop then moved onto some key issues such as:

· The lifelong right to learning. 
· Values in education – what is it used for? This need to be debated.
· The fragmentation of education so an individual’s learning journey was constantly being hindered by hurdles to be overcome.
· The increasing use of staged assessment meant that students and pupils were often forced to forget what they had learnt in order to progress.
· Education was becoming a series of stepping stones across a river rather than a complete journey.
· Research was undertaken for nothing by HE staff as their contribution to the creation and development of knowledge. This would be endangered if not destroyed by the increasing marketisation of HE.
· The distinction between education and schooling was made.
· The need to challenge the capacity of educationalists to speak the truth to those in power.
· The question of how education policy is formulated was raised and the need to move away from politicians’ whims and fancies. There needed to be a campaign for basing education policies in a rationale way based on evidence.
On the Manifesto:

· In terms of a future UCU manifesto this should certainly deal with and present the more expansive and generous concept of education including an engagement beyond the study of particular disciplines and that also considered element of personal development. 

Also the manifesto should state that the capacity to conduct research was a right for all those engaged in education.

The issue of funding including the removal of all funds for ELQs was raised. Loans for both HE and FE students needed to be tackled.

There was also need for discussion and clarity about what we think public education is for. It has to have a moral dimension. Attention was drawn to the distinction between teaching and research in HE.
The group came up with 3 questions for the following plenary and further discussion within UCU:

1. What is vocationalism? How can we reclaim vocational education, that is not a dumping ground for the working class?
2. How can educationalists speak the truth to those in power in a marketised system?
3. What do we mean by democracy in education?
Suggested follow up:

Delegates were given copies of the FE Manifesto, The Action for Esol Manifesto and the Jobs and Education pamphlet to help inform and organize debates in their branches to continue the discussion and inform the production of the Manifesto. 

Delegates were encouraged to send motions for the 2012 UCU annual congress, if the Conference participants wanted to raise issues on education policy. 
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