University & College Union - Defend Public Education Conference, Saturday 10 March 2012
Workshop 1, Facilitated by Laura Miles, National Executive Committee 

Note taker: Paul Cottrell 

In her introduction to the discussion Laura Miles emphasised the importance of being clear about where we stood on public education and what exactly we meant by it, so that we could unite behind a common understanding and commitment in its defence.

The concept of public education

There was a good deal of discussion about what we understood by “public” in the context of education.  Did we mean “publicly funded” or “state regulated” or merely “not private”?

Specific points:

· Some UCU members do not think of themselves as working for a public education service.  It was noted that some academics who were very strongly opposed to government policies for higher education, including privatisation, would not sign up to the Campaign for the Public University because of the term “public”.

· It was important to articulate a wider understanding of public education, which was not just a matter of funding sources, but of the public purpose of institutions on behalf of society as a whole.

· On the same theme, participants also emphasised, along with the overriding public contribution of education, the essential feature of equality of access and quality of provision.

· Similarly, conveying a clearer understanding of the contrast between public, meaning in the public interest, and private (and in particular, for-profit), equating with individual privilege, was very important.

· Some participants were attracted to the notion of a “National Learning Service” because of its echoes of the National Health Service.

The general view in this part of the discussion was that it was important to talk of public education but in a way that would maximise support among members and others.  This would mean thinking carefully about the language used.  It should be possible to do this without in any way diluting our principled position.

The current attack

The group felt that some of the forms taken by the current attack on public education were not always well understood, although they were often the ones that had the potential to broaden opposition to government policies.

Specific points:

· The way in which the introduction of the testing/league table regime in schools had led to a narrowing of the curriculum and the impoverishment of the educational experience.  It was pointed out that the system still failed 40 per cent of children despite government rhetoric about the success of their reforms.

· The continuing false dichotomy promoted by ministers and others between “academic” and “vocational” education.  The distinction was used increasingly to allocate privileged access to an elite (e.g. the current AAB student places competition in higher education; and the low level “workfare” and bogus apprenticeship schemes for working class young people).

· Similarly, access and excellence were often falsely contrasted on the “more means worse” argument that was still a strong undercurrent of Tory thinking.  Selection by the back door was the real policy behind academies and free schools; and behind the marketisation of higher education in the context of a capping of the supply of funded student places and the imposition of £9,000 fees.

This led to a discussion of how these attacks were undermining the professional autonomy of teachers at all levels, from teaching-to-the-test in schools to the chaos of constant change in FE and differential access to scholarship and research opportunities in HE.

Articulating the alternative

This formed the main part of the discussion.

Specific points:

· We must revive the concept of “lifelong learning”.  With an ageing population the case should be self-evident, yet adult and continuing education had suffered the biggest cuts of any sector of public education.

· There must be no compromise of our position on opposition to fees, since education is only accessible to all if it is free.  However, we should also point out the way in which nominally free education was increasingly dependent on financial means, for example, the government’s policies for academies and free schools.

· We should make more use of the evidence that education contributes not only to economic growth but also to health, well-being and independence.

· The ESOL campaign showed how individual learning impacts positively on others, for example, family members.  We should learn from this example.

· Contrast Cameron’s rhetoric about the “Big Society” with education cuts and fee-charging: education is the most important means of fostering participation in the community and a sense of being part of civil society.

· Must avoid the trap of being set against students.  Espousing professional autonomy can be misrepresented as arrogance and lack of concern for the needs and views of students.  We need to ensure that we bring students with us and should think more about how we do that and promote education as a joint enterprise rather than “customer” and “supplier”.

· We need to redefine “quality” in our own terms.  What is quality education and why exactly are developments like marketisation and privatisation inimical to it?  The way UCU used evidence from private education in the USA is a good example of how to campaign on this.

Although the group did not have time to discuss them, other important points raised included: the need to resist the attack on local democracy but by developing a new, progressive understanding of localism and its relationship to educational provision, rather than seeking to revive old structures; and the question of whether the idea of comprehensive education was still important and if so, how we can articulate it freshly and effectively in the current social and political situation.
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