University & College Union - Defend Public Education Conference, Saturday 10 March 2012
Workshop 6, Facilitated by Ron Mendel, National Executive Committee 
Discussion took place around the questions in the Defend Public Education conference: briefing paper for discussion groups as follows. 

What should be the key elements of the concept of a public education service. For example: 

· access, fairness, social justice 

· quality 

· professional autonomy of teachers 

Group discussion: 

· education, society and democracy 

· equality of opportunity 

· parity of standards

· meaningful experience – it’s not just about the qualification 

What are the common themes of the current attack on public education across the sectors (school, further, higher, lifelong learning)? For example: 

· cuts

· marketisation/privatisation

· fees

· curriculum control and de-professionalisation of teachers 

Group discussion: 

· measurement of education is missing from current discussions – in all sectors there are crude measures on education, for example REF in HE, vocational education being made equivalent to GCSE’s in FE. 

· if this measurement is not challenged, much of the battle is lost.

· education cannot be measured in these (market) terms - education needs to be measured for education. 

· impact agenda – the measurement of the impact of research commercially, culturally and statistically is feeding into who is appointed. 

· need a definition of the significance of the impact. 

· in FE success is measured according to whether students are retained and whether they pass their exams. 

· education sectors are being forced to educate for employability when there is no employment, this is an explicit requirement in courses. 

· the cap [on student numbers] is an attempt to destabilise the existing HE sector. 

· education is being detached from place, from local community – HE institutions, FE colleges.  

· the public are being sold the notion that they are sold education.

· student perceptions are that they don’t want to be consumers. 

· it is difficult to articulate in a global way what is happening to the sector. 

· Question for panel: how as a trade union can we orient ourselves more publicly? Education should be a service and not a product. 

· there is a new layer of control being brought into FE colleges through lesson observation in the form of ‘walk-throughs’ eight times a year, which undermines autonomy. 

· a way of combating this is with the democratic involvement of leaders, students and the wider community. 

· ‘branding’ of colleges is taking place, which sets out some as elite and some as catering for a lower level e.g. Bournville College; publicity is becoming stigmatising, denoting that certain groups of clients are catered for. 

· grading by observation is an imposition – ‘one glove fits all’ where you are told what the latest lesson plan should look like 

· there needs to be a level playing field regarding what you are judged to do – not by lesson plan. 

· a formal layer of democracy is coming under wider attack. 

· HR is often outsourced and therefore being run externally. Who is HR working for? HR are making important decisions yet they have no allegiance to the institution. Who do HR support in a conflict? 

· off-shore administration – post/email is scanned and sent back as email – this can’t just be about saving money. 

· professionalism – how learning and teaching is being professionalised i.e.a decoupling of university education and skills. 

· online-learning – formalised way of lurking and observing work – peer review.

· ESOL – cuts in entry 1 and entry 2 levels mean that the streams are being cut off from the river of education – is this bad management or conspiring deliberately?  

· local community is being segregated into faith groups. 

How do we articulate our alternative? How do we , for example: 

· define a set of principles that will attract public support

· promote the intrinsic value of education 

· understand the true relationship between education and the economy

· revive and re-present the idea of comprehensive education

· form a broad and effective alliance for public education 

Group discussion: 

· the attack on student numbers needs to be attacked. 

· local institutions will be destabilised - what tactic would fight this destabilising process?

· The attack on public education mirrors the NHS attack. 

· managerialism is an aspect of the problem - the problem is that the state wants to get rid of uncontrolled spaces where people generate ideas that are not conducive to the ideas of the ruling class. 

· surveillance is a mechanism of control - to follow the processes of a more powerful actor – the autonomy of managers is not strong enough to resist this regardless of personal intent. 

· efficiency is being prioritised over effectiveness – effectiveness needs to be talked about. 

· levels of pay and management are nonsense – everyone’s input is worthwhile. 

· value the notion that people don’t know what we will do – this is the way people learn. Prior determination of outcome does not allow creativity, intellect. 

· the ESOL campaign was very effective and can be regarded as a model for other sectors. It has a long history of adult education students and a repertoire of action. ESOL students showed concern about and commitment to their education in ways which other students didn’t. 

· campaign against redundancies – defending both jobs and education – link both together. 

· local communities value education. 

· the dominant discourse makes raising alternatives difficult 

· comprehensive education – be up front about the value of socially mixed groups as they have an intrinsic value. There is a better quality of education where there are different perspectives. 

· co-opt the language used in education circles. ‘Comprehensive’ has dropped out of the discourse. 

· the key is how to broaden out this debate and probe deeper. 

· it is about preparing people to make a contribution to the economy. Extend this to the community and society at large. Respect for diversity and equality. 

· there is a problem in that we can’t think our own thoughts if we make their concepts work for us. 

· we need to appear mad as what we are fighting is mad. 

· use our own language, make our own demands, meaningful to us and other people. 

· language is very heavily tied into managerialism 

· rebuild education and our communities. 

· Themes emerging: managerialism; how decisions are made; governing councils are out of touch. 

· Questions for panel:  

· Do we think that education is in the grip of business and what can we do to break this? 

· How do we measure the value of what we do? 

· How as a trade union can we orient ourselves more publicly? Education should be a service and not a commodity.
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