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Giving FE back its history

New project invites FE Focus readers to contribute to a history of English further education
By Professor William Richardson and Dr Anne Parfitt, University of Exeter

Pick up one of the main textbooks or academic journals covering FE and an interesting question arises: Why is the history of English further education so poorly recorded?  And what are the implications of this for the image and self-understanding of FE as a whole?   
This month a national project to record the post-war history English FE is being launched and readers of FE Focus are invited to take part.  
What, in the coming years, should students, fellow-professionals, managers and governors know about the further education that you have experienced?  And would you like that experience to be recorded permanently so that it can be made available to future scholars and FE professionals?  

But first, some preliminaries.  It was on a dull London day late in 2005 that I first suggested to Hilary Hodgson of the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation that the history of English further education matters and is woefully thin.  
Within the hour Hilary had agreed that if I worked up a proposal on this theme she would take the idea to the Foundation’s trustees with a view of funding a small pilot study in the southwest of England.  I duly submitted the proposal and was supported by the Foundation to do the work, along with my colleague Rob Freathy.  
As a result, during the first half of 2007 Rob and I set about clearing some ground.  Rob undertook 17 oral history interviews and I started to synthesise the existing materials in print that deal with local further education in England since 1945.  

Very soon we realised we were onto something significant.  The results of Rob’s interviews – some of which lasted over two hours – began to mount up: soon he had a quarter of a million words of transcripts.  
But more important than their volume was the range and quality of the accounts.  Some went back to the early 1950s; the oldest interviewee was aged 91.  Others covered vivid ground across all of the subsequent decades.  
Not only were we able to capture these accounts of further education as it has been practiced over the years, but several interviewees allowed us to copy papers which they had kept (often in the attic!) relating to their career or working life.  These, we were to discover, threw unique light on events or episodes only partially preserved in the archives of local record offices where we also conducted our research. 
Meanwhile, we had by now been invited by the editors of the Journal of Vocational Education and Training to put together a special issue entitled ‘Perspectives on vocational education and training in post-war England’.  
Through this vehicle I was able to publish a 17,000 word account of post-war local FE in England – the synthesis of printed material mentioned above – along with the contributions of seven other authors on related themes: the early training of FE teachers, the development of higher technical education, aspects of industrial training, the experience of being an apprentice in England from the 1940s to the 1980s and the evolution of national ideologies of FE (to access this volume, simply Google: ‘informaworld perspectives on vocational education’).

The result of all this preliminary work is the launch this month of the new national project, building on the south west study.  
Once again the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation is the funder, supported this time by the University of Exeter, and the project will be undertaken in association with the FE Reputation Strategy Group (set up in response to the 2005 Foster report).

The latter link provides one clue in answer to the question: Does FE history matter?  Unusually, perhaps, this form of research is currently seen as highly policy-relevant.
When Education Secretary Charles Clarke invited Sir Andrew Foster to undertake a broadly-based review of FE, Foster asserted (in his report Raising the Potential: pp. 13, 8, vii) that English further education needed to be rescued from the ‘confusion’ of its historical development.  And this confusion, Foster went on to conclude, was why FE had a ‘poor image’ and lack of ‘shared core purpose’ in the present. 
As a result, and in case there should be any doubt, the purpose of FE was defined by the government in its response to Foster as quintessentially economic.  It is a mission that has always been central to further education but, in the past, hardly its sole purpose.  
In addition, this dominant economic rationale provides a reason for the detachment of sixth form colleges from ‘mainstream’ FE now taking place (Foster having complained (p. 18) that these colleges served to ‘dilute’ the further education ‘brand’).
Finally, Foster commented in his report on the ‘appalling ignorance among decision makers and opinion formers’ about what goes on in colleges, first reported to the incoming Labour government by Helena Kennedy QC in 1997.  This, he was sorry to say, was ‘still largely the case’ in 2005 (p. 39).
Why is historical understanding of English FE so poor – and what does this say about the sector’s ability to induct new staff effectively?  
Does FE have a confused history?  If so, does this matter?  And is this the main reason why, as David Blunkett’s policy adviser Conor Ryan once memorably remarked, the public finds further education boring, politicians believe there are no votes in it and the media find it hard to portray, with the result that it is largely ignored by all?

Perhaps your story of further education is one that should inform debate about the achievements and missed opportunities of the past – and how these relate to the pressing needs of the present and to possibilities for the future.

   For more information about the national history of FE project, contact: w.b.richardson@ex.ac.uk.
