Contemporary Issues in Post-Compulsory Education.
History shows us that those individuals participating in post-compulsory education has risen from 1900’s when it was estimated that only 1.2% of people continued in further education opportunities, rising. This rose in the 1930’s to 5.8% and continued to rise through a dramatic increase in the 1950’s and 60’s and finally reaching a total of approximately 36% of all 16 – 18 year olds participating in post-compulsory education by the beginning of the 1990’s.(1).

Since the 1900’s, and in some cases going back several hundred years before that, contemporary issues within further education for post-compulsory members of society have been at the forefront of educational thinking and to some degree, has influenced governmental policies. Among these, the political thoughts of Karl Marx stands out as one of the biggest influencers of our times. Along with many western throughout the 20th century, Marxism has had some levels of influence to many theories surrounding education which has its roots embedded in the classes and ideology of political thought.

The theory of ‘structuralism’ arose out of Marxist thinking and has itself, two distinct strains – one theory is bases an emphasis on the structure of society as a system of functioning institutions as their starting point (Bowls & Gintis, Althusser and Bourdieu (2),and, the other concerns itself with language as an influencing and defining tool for the structure of a society (Saussure(3) and Levi-Strauss(4). 

Structuralism-

Using Marxism (class divisions in society and the inequality of the classes between ‘shop floor’ workers, white collar workers, middle managers and capitalists in general), Althusser went on to expand Marx’s basic theories, identifying three levels in class society: the economic, the political and the ideological. Whilst it is acknowledged that the economic class determines the other two levels, it by no means has the relative autonomy that the other two have (5). Education was seen by Althusser as the main ideological ‘state apparatus’ in that it prepared the working class for their eventual role within society. In essence, Althusser rejects completely that individuals can be ‘creative agents’ with any control over their lives as their lives are highly structured from cradle to grave. Built into this approach is of course, the dogma of political thinking which maintains the status quo within the classes through deciding for the individual what they should learn for the good of society. 

Bowls and Gintis on the other hand, being influenced by the thinking of Althusser, went on to look at the relationship between the American  education system and the economy, arriving at the belief that the roots of inequality are still in the class structure and that education is one of the institutions that perpetuates this inequality(5). 

Nearer to home, one can see that within the British further and higher education system, such a statement still rings true today although it is financial resources that plays its part in perpetuating the inequality in that those that can afford to pay for further and higher education do so without an financial hardship whereas those who cannot, either have to endure going into debt through student loans or, have to rely on parental contributions which penalises lower income families, and, those young people who are disenfranchised from their parents and families.

[January 2003 saw the governments ‘blueprint’ for higher education being made public and which aims to radically alter funding so that by the year 2010 over 50% of those aged 30 and above will be attending some form of higher education.]

Bowles and Gintis also claim that educational institutions reflect a hierarchical division of labour and opportunity in the market place, through a relationship between the social relations of production, school and family. This is transmitted through the values and organisation of educational institutions by placing a strong emphasis on achievement of grades, fragmentation of ability and alienation among students, due to  a lack of control over the delivered curriculum and testing mechanism.       

Saussure however, rejects this theory and approach, arguing that words or sound-like images are not linked to objects in the real world but only to concepts of such objects. In effect, he postulated that the spoken [and heard]word (called the signifier), was not directly connected to the object or topic (called the signified) within the framework of our understanding of the real world. In essence, what he is postulating, is that taught subjects are understood and interpreted differently by students which reflects their ‘class place’ in society. This in turn will be based in part, to teacher delivery i.e. the quality of teacher training which will be itself based on understanding and interpretation of words to objects (meanings) and, on the language used through the curriculum, i.e. students learn through the spoken word, interpreted by their own understanding of what is meant, (free thinking perhaps!)   

For educationalists, this theory, if correct in practice, would appear to have far reaching effects for teacher, student and society in general, especially if the educational approach was deliberately shaped to reflect political thinking and imposed through the educational system. One example of Saussure’s theory being put into practice was the introduction several decades ago of phonetic spelling in primary schools. The results of this was seen in further and higher education institutions in the late 1990’s with many young people in post-compulsory education not being able to understand or correlate the spoken and written word into knowledge and action. 

However, whilst such theories have been developed, they have also been challenged (Lacan & Foucault – (6) believe that both the signifier and the signified were not just simply two parallel systems but that signifiers were far prevalent in the real world than signified, i.e. that the spoken word is in itself a determiner of learning through its understanding and interpretation across the spectrum of society. Such theory is termed 

Post-Structuralism and whilst in the structuralism theory, there is a direct link between the signifier(the sound or word) and the signified (the concept or the object), in the theories of Lacan and Foucault both signifiers and signified are separate concepts for the individual. 

Taken to its final conclusion, Foucault asserts that the interpretation of language is not arbitrary but is in itself a power struggle. This would appear to align itself with the thinking of Althusser, that education still perpetuates the inequality among the classes. As knowledge is always linked to power, it is those in power who are allowed to define their ideas as truth. In the world of education, this of course, has serious implications for compulsory and post-compulsory education as it would be those in positions of power who will dictate to the educational consumer, the curriculum and standards that will be accepted and how achievements are rated. Therefore, successive governments elect and decide which sector of working class society is in need of an input of labour, and therefore sets the curriculum and standards to be met to achieve this. In effect, the status quo, and therefore inequality, is being maintained.  

Functionalist Perspective -

Emile Durkheim, the French sociologist writing at the turn of the last century,  questioned the purpose of  education and stated that “Society can survive only if there exists among its members a sufficient degree of homogeneity; education perpetuates and reinforces this homogeneity by fixing in the child from the beginning the essential similarities which collective life demands” (7). From this early statement, those who follow the functionalist perspective approach, have since aligned their research to answering two major questions: 1)what is the function of education for society as a 

whole and, given the functionalist view of the real needs of society within a specific social system, what contribution does education make to the continued value consensus and social stability and solidarity? And 2)What if any, is the functional relationship between education and other significant parts of any social system? 

Taking the discussion further along the lateral plane, Durkheim argued that education serves as an important function in any industrialised society in that it prepares the work force with the necessary skills required to further the status quo. David Hargreaves (9) used Durkheim’s argument to criticise the educational comprehensive system brought in by a Labour government in the 1970’s saying that the comprehensive system did little to give those individuals who were unlikely to achieve in ‘competitive’ exams any sense of personal dignity and sense of belonging to a much wider community. 
In this respect, young people who fell into this scenario were more likely to rebel and reject rules of the wider community and society in general which in turn would be counter productive to the economical aims and the status quo.

To rectify this anomaly, Hargreaves suggests  that the problem can be solved through instilling into the student their ‘social place’ and the role they are expected to play within that place. To do this, educational institutions must concentrate on giving individuals the opportunity to achieve a sense of dignity and worth through making worthwhile contributions to overall development of themselves and their peers. He also suggests that three things need to be addressed for this to occur: 1)students should have some freedom to pursue fields of study in which they have an interest or special talent for allowing them to develop a sense of self worth; 2)community studies should be a compulsory part of the holistic educational curriculum and which would allow for a clearer view of their own role in society; and 3)expressive arts, crafts and sports should be encouraged so that the individual could develop a sense of loyalty and respect for self, others and the educational institution. 

Hargreave’s work highlights several criticisms of Durkheim’s theories and views of education. These include the idea that he (Durkheim), assumes that the norms and values (both in societal and educational terms) transmitted by the educational institution are those of society as a whole rather than those of the ruling class or ruling elite. Hargreave’s also believes that it is also unclear that any education within Britain, succeeds at all in transmitting shared values let alone promoting self-discipline and social solidarity.     

However, even though Durkheim and Hargreaves are both critical of an educational system based on individual competitiveness through an examination system as a means of rating achievement, other functionalists see competition as a vital component part of any modern educational approach. This view is also a view supported by exponents of the New Right Perspective.

The New Right Perspective –

Whilst educational provision was based around Marxist theories and social democratic approaches in the 1960’s and early 70’s, from around the middle of the 1970’s successive governments started to concentrate far less on equality of opportunity, concentrating more on issues of the needs of industry and commerce. Whilst the New Right perspective is seen as a Conservative government approach [sometimes referred to as ‘Thatcherism’ after the Conservative Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher who was a strong exponent of this ideology and political thinking], it was first introduce in 1976 by a Labour Prime Minister, James Callaghan with a speech titled ‘The Education Great Debate’. 

As unemployment was rising and the British economy appeared to be in decline, it was felt that education was failing to produce appropriately skilled and motivated young workers required in order to meet the needs of a changing market economy. 
The previously held social-democratic view of education, that it should promote equality of opportunity, was viewed as being less important than the needs of industry in a world shrinking market. 

To meet this educational political thinking around the 1970’s, there have been a proliferation of training schemes whose power was switched from LEA’s, schools and colleges, to the Department for Employment who it was felt had closer links to industry and the employers in the market place. 1973-Manpower Services(later to become the Training Commission); 1975 Job Creation Programme; 1976 Work Experience Programme; 1978 Youth Opportunities Programme; 1983 Youth Training Scheme replaced by Youth Training in 1990 which also saw the introduction of TEC’s (Training and Enterprise Councils)(10). This list is by no means exhaustive but nevertheless they do summarise most of the initiatives introduced by success governments to address the educational versus work force issues. 

Employers were concerned that education was producing a potential work force that was in effect, unemployable due to their poor skills and academic attainments (phonetic spelling was blamed for one main reason why so many young people were leaving school unable to spell or interpret reading). 

The New Right therefore, argued that education and in particular, further education provision, should concern itself with equipping a potential workforce with the necessary skills required to promote positive economic growth. In effect, if educational institutions failed to produce the ‘goods’ to the both the student as primary consumer and industry and commerce as secondary consumer (although a Marxist would say that this is the other way around, i.e. the primary consumer is industry and commerce and the secondary consumer being the student), then they would go elsewhere for their ‘goods’. Students could choose which educational  institution they could go to learn, and industry and commerce could widen their employee catchment area to include other members of the EEC rather than use ‘home grown’ workers. 

This would result in institutions either becoming uneconomical and having to close down, or to amalgamate with other educational institutes in order to be able to survive. In this scenario, any economical growth would therefore, be aligned to the success of individual educational institutions who would be competing with similar institutions in main land Europe.

Within this approach, the New Right policies involved introducing competition into the education system, which was believed to be the answer to making the curriculum more business-orientated through teaching traditional subjects. Examinations and regular testing was introduced despite this being a contradiction to the theory held by some New Right educationalists and politicians at the time, that consumers of education should have a free choice in any educational curriculum. However, this was only adopted within the private education sector as the state sector went on to introduce and implement the new National Curriculum. 

Prior to the introduction in 1988 of the Education Act by the New Right Conservative government, there existed many pilot schemes around the country which tried to bridge the gap between the needs of industry and the shortfall of skilled workers being produced by the educational institutions. 

In 1983 The Technical and Vocational Education Initiative was introduced in fourteen LEA’s (Local Education Authority) for 14 – 18 year olds which ran alongside the national curriculum but included work experience opportunities. In 1985-86  The Certificate for Pre-Vocational Education (CPVE) was introduced for those over the age of 16 who were uncertain of what work they wanted to undertake. This scheme was not very successful and was replaced in 1993 by GNVQ (General National Vocational Qualification) and NVQ (National Vocational Qualification) training schemes. 

The GNVQ award was intended to provide a vocationally-orientated alternative to traditional academic exams such as GCSE’s and A levels. GCSE’s (General Certificate of Secondary Education) was introduced in 1988 which replaced the two tier O level system of examinations (11)      

The 1993 Education Act gave some levels of independence to FE colleges ensuring that they became self governing bodies to be funded no longer by LEA’s but by the new Further Education Funding Council. Within this new arrangement, funding  would in the future, be based on numbers attending courses thus ensuring competition between the FE educational institutions and sixth form colleges. Within this remit, the freedom of choice became apparent as consumers could choose where to go based on the reputation of individual educational institutions. However, the curriculum to be delivered was still dictated by those in power and control so little movement towards individual freedom, to choose what to learn in order to develop individually, has been made in this area.

However, Buchanan & Tullock (12) both regarded as ‘Public Choice’ theorists, points out that publicly funded education is largely funded and run, not by industry and commerce, but by bureaucrats who are only accountable to funding bodies. In this scenario, they argue that bureaucratic and democratic systems are likely to produce inefficient and ineffective services to the public and that any aspect of public choice under these systems is a non starter as it is the producers rather than the consumers who will tend to dominate decision making, although they acknowledge that consumers could if they so wished, vote with ‘their feet’.

In addition to this aspect, the ‘public choice’ theorists [which emanated from the New Right policies of that time], also believed that as everyone acts to their own interests, i.e. funding councils have a vested interest in securing their own jobs through keeping spending within an agreed budget irrespective of whether or not an individual educational institution is in need of additional funding, teachers/lecturers have a vested interest in securing their jobs by adhering to the status quo driven curriculum, and, managers of educational institutions wish to see their role continue. In this respect, educational provision tends to reflect the interests of these groups rather than the consumers/students whom the system is intended to benefit.    

The Liberal Perspective – 

This popular theory is adopted by many educationalists and unlike functionalism, it centres on education as it relates to the individual rather than to society as a whole. In essence, the emphasis for education and learning is not with society or any economic overtones, but the individual personal growth and development of the individual. It is seen as the job of education to encourage individuals to reach their fullest potential as individuals rather than just achieve or reach an educational level that suits a qualification or job skill. Liberal perspective theory therefore, looks at the complete intellectual development of the individual and believes that people should learn by experiential education rather than through subject delivered through a system that expects them to learn by being given facts (Dewey (13). 

A progressive education system is vital to any society if it expects democratic success. Since in a democracy, power rests with the voting public, it is necessary for the voting public to be able to think for themselves when exercising such power. This in turn would eradicate inequality with any educational system as individuals would be equipped to demand some say in how they are taught and to what end.

In the 1960’s and 70’s here in Britain, there was some, albeit small, progressive steps towards a student-centred education approach which was based largely on Liberal principles. It was practice to view each individual student as unique and therefore education was designed to foster equality across the talents of each individual. However, this was challenged in 1975 when teachers working in a school in London went on strike due to a government schools inspection report which criticised their approach. This was to have far reaching effects for the 1980’s and 90’s with the leaning towards a new ‘vocationalism’ approach which was to later permeate into the further education field

The Liberal Perspective on learning was also introduced in 1975 to the first Youth & Community Work course run through the University of Durham. The approach was to encourage the twelve students to choose within the framework of accepted youth work training, levels of learning that they felt were pertinent to their own needs to meet individual positive growth and development. Due to the New Right policies of that time, the approach was not repeated after the second intake as pressure was brought to bear on the ‘establishment’ to conform to a more rigid curriculum (14).

Both Marxists and right-wing exponents have argued that the Liberal view of education ignores the inequalities within our society and therefore make liberal ideals impossible to attain without drastic social changes. 
The Durham approach was not part of an holistic educational/learning approach and as such, was ineffective as it was not aligned to any drastic social changes outside the educational institution. 

The Conflict Perspective – 

The Conflict perspective on education at all levels, believes that groups within society have fundamentally different interests and goals and as such, education will be of benefit to some whilst not to others. Bowles & Gintis (15) argue  that one major role of all education, especially within a capitalist society such as ours, is to prepare individuals for the labour market – a ‘reproduction of labour power’. 
This is achieved through a mutual ‘correspondence’ between the education system and the work place and which governs all interaction and socialisation. In this respect, educations is ‘subservient to the needs of those who control the workforce’.

Given that Bowles & Gintis, like Karl Marx, view the workings of a capitalist society as both exploitive and alienating, yet in reality, the situation is in direct conflict with this belief as it requires for a capitalist society to be successful, a hard-working, docile, obedient and highly-motivated work force which in effect has be divided and fragmented through its hierarchical structure, enough so as not to challenge the authority of management. Given the hierarchical structure of further and higher education institutions coupled to the funding issue and financial viability and, the numerical approach within levels of achievement policy, it is clear that this conflict approach is alive and well within our current educational systems. 

Widening Participation Perspective -

Running through all these of course, are issues such as funding and finance – should participants pay for their own post-compulsory education/training? Should central or local government pay for it? Should industry and commerce foot the bill as they would know what their future needs are within the market place and therefore what skills their employees require? If all further education and training is to be freely funded, how will the cost be met? 

If external funding of educational institutions is the answer, what should be the criteria for funding i.e. levels of achievements or numbers of individuals participating in specific educational programmes?  Imbibed in these areas are issues of low income population areas, socially and economically deprived areas, rural situations, and areas of high unemployment with little or no future work prospects.

There can be no doubt, that widening participation of further and higher education will go some way to abolishing the issue of exclusivity within the learning and training sector  which has steadily improved over the past few decades. However, refugees, increasing numbers of families with children becoming new age travellers, a growing number of non English speaking ethnic groups who insist on maintaining their own cultural and social norms, language and practices, and, a rising prison population of young people who have underachieved at school, will all lead to individuals who will feel disenfranchised and who will reject any form of education, learning or training that is offered. 

In addition, there is a growing young population among the 16-18 year olds who have left compulsory education with no academic achievements, without any skills base, and little or no formal education. Reasons for this are multi faceted – truancy, stigma attached to being in care, peer pressure, feelings of hopelessness and abandonment which prevents education and learning from taking place therefore imbibing feelings of frustration and boredom.  In essence, these young people are often referred to as being ‘stupid when in reality, they are only  ‘stupefied’ by education and learning. 

The Department for Education and Skills introduced a scheme titled ‘Young People’s Gateway’ which was aimed at those post 16 year olds offering a wide choice of services through the internet:  ‘After 16 – What’s New?’[offering choices and challenges for young disabled people]; ‘Dance and Drama Awards’[funded by the Department for Education and Skills offering reduced tuition fees]; ‘Aim Higher’[A service aimed at helping young people make informed choices about their careers and future]; ‘BBC GCSE Bitesize’[revision help with GCSE subjects through the BBC]; 
‘The Connexions service’[ offers a range of services to the 13-19 year olds]; ‘Modern Apprenticeships’[available in over 80 different sectors of  industry and commerce]; ‘NVQ’[a website designed to give young people a background to the NVQ scheme] are just a few of the twenty six  web sites dedicated to services to young people within the education and training approach. However, this all pre-supposes that the majority of young people have open and free access to a computer and internet access, hardly likely among those living on or below the poverty line, or are unable to use technology, let alone be able to read.

This of course, also presupposes that education and training along the current lines is of personal benefit to individuals and to society in general. Illich (16) argues that the only way to liberate the individual so that they reach their own true potential and address their personal underachievement, is to abolish education as we know it today. He also postulates that as education, and in particular educational institutions, provides the foundation for individuals to become mindless, conforming and easily manipulated. It would appear that individuals who are unable to think for themselves as they are taught and trained from an early age, accept alienation as being ‘normal’, will more readily value the services of all institutions irrespective of whether or not they are or will benefit from it and in this context, are therefore more likely to accept any form of education as a valuable commodity, even when it is clearly not.

If his thinking is correct, then this is perhaps the answer as to why such a large number of the young population leave compulsory education without any academic achievements or training skills in order for them to function adequately. Subsequently, they have to rely on the state to ‘look’ after them and to supply them with all their perceived needs. 

However, like all theories pertaining to education and learning, Illich has his critics.  Bowles & Gintis (17) for example, although in basic sympathy with Illich’s basic concepts and thinking, argue that he (Illich), has made a fundamental error in that rather than seeing educational institutions as the basis for the ills of individuals and society in general, and removing them as a solution, they see that the ‘social problem’ which must involve educational and personal underachievement of some sectors of society, is not based in the educational system but in the economic system. They go on to argue that to abolish educational institutions as we know them today would in their view, only produce ‘occupational misfits’ which does not warrant such a drastic transformation of society as postulated by Illich.

Rather than to follow Illich’s ideas of transforming education, the current Government has decided to pursue a transformation through more conventional ways. One of their approaches was to set up a Comprehensive Spending Review in the hope of making an inroad to addressing this overall situation. The Spending Review was pre-ceded by the Kennedy Report of the late 1990’s which coined the phrase “Making Learning Work”, and followed by the  setting up of NIACE(National Institute of Adult Continuing Education) whose main aim is to “promote the study and general advancement of adult continuing education”.

Through its Comprehensive Spending Review, the current Labour Government is taking into account the need to widen participation in post-16 learning. Within this review, the Government sets out two key elements of such an approach – quality of assessment and, performance and target setting(18). In effect, it is a scheme which ‘invests in young people’ and is a coherent approach to maximising participation and attainment by 16-18 year olds. 
It is aimed at those young people who do not attain any levels of success during their compulsory education, which may be due in part, to lengthy periods of unauthorised absence, for whatever reason. 

It is the Governments aim to produce an extra 500,000 places in further and higher education by the end of 2002 in the hope of tackling a wide spectrum of underachievement among young people. Funding is to be obtained through a £5 million budget from the Governments Comprehensive Spending Review, with a similar amount being funded by contributions from trusts, charities, commerce and businesses alike.  

In addition, a total budget of £700 million was committed from the Lottery Fund to meet the cost of out of school learning projects, teacher training schemes, child care for those participating in out of school learning programmes, librarians in information technology and, creating digital versions of a range of cultural material for ethnic minority groups and individuals. 

In addition to the issue of funding, other questions need to be addressed before any scheme of widening participation is both effective and of value. Student retention – how can any system keep the motivation and interest of individuals to continue to ‘learn’? What about those individuals who wish to develop personally rather than professionally? What about real choices for learning rather than subjects that are commercial and industry related? How can we widen schemes to include children and adult refugees, ethnic minorities who cannot speak, read or write in English? And what should be done to improve all educational provision to those young people who have to live in local authority care especially those who do not take up any post-compulsory education or training opportunities? 

In an article in the Guardian ‘Education supplement’  (19), the question is asked, and which appears to be the crux question running throughout all the educational theories, political and sociological perspectives – should the aim of schooling be; a)to get as many students as possible into university, b)to make sure we have enough plumbers, c)to enrich an individuals life, or d)it all depends o the wind direction? Cleary, what is being said is that despite decades of theories, regulations and changes in funding, education is still an enigma which it would appear, has no one answer or resolution despite the plethora of theories, approaches and schemes that have been introduced into the FE arena over the past few decades.

Despite the somewhat pessimistic Guardian article, the statement ‘Learning Works’, is the most important to arise over recent years regarding post-compulsory educational provision which points the way forward for further education (FE) to become an inclusive service that it should be (20). The Further Education Funding Council established a Widening Participation Committee who were asked to ‘advise on the nature of under participation in further education and to make recommendations to how participation might be increased’. The Committee defined its brief as working towards addressing:-

· access for those young people left outside or failed by the current educational system;

· further education should encompass all provision within sixth form colleges, LEA’s, voluntary and community organisations, in addition to further education provision in the higher education sector provided by employers, industry, trade unions and independent trainers and training agencies.

Clearly, the new thinking of both the Government and non-Government agencies with a vested interest in perpetuating the “Widening Participation” perspective, is that learning for life and learning for work are inseparable in that similar qualities and capabilities are required to achieve both. The Committee clearly acknowledges that these “capabilities should be learned and developed in a wide variety of ways over an individuals lifetime” (21).

Within this context, widening participation is not just to be confined to ethnic minorities, basic skills initiatives, women’s issues, learners with disabilities or learning difficulties, older learners, learning through IT or learning and health issues, but is also to include young adult learners who the initial Government report was referring to as ‘that section of society who are underachieving in both academic and skills related learning’.

In order to make progress in addressing this anomaly, YALP (Young Adult Learners’ Partnership) was set up which is jointly managed by both NIACE and the NYA(National Youth Agency) and funded by the Local Government Association.

The purpose of YALP is to research and develop effective approaches to learning and personal development among young people. Aged 16 plus, taking into account, education, training and employment with the sole purpose of fostering the individuals capabilities so that they become more effective workers, adults, citizens and parents (22).

Statistics among young people aged between 16 and 18, show that approximately 150,000 leave compulsory school without attaining any levels in Maths and English and of these 32,000 (or 22%) do not go on to any further education or training programmes (23). Of the 32,000 young people, it is estimated that 6,500 of these will have been brought up in an out of home care environment, i.e. being looked after by a local authority. Of these 6,500, an estimated 4,100 will be among the earlier figure of 150,000 who will leave compulsory education with no academic or skills based learning (24).

The Department of Health’s Social Exclusion Unit produced a report titled ‘Bridging the Gap: New opportunities for 16-18 year olds’ in which it stated that there was a clear link between low school achievement and incidences of adverse outcomes in later adult life. To address this important anomaly, the Government set up Connexions, a new support service for this section of the population. 

Connexions philosophy and aims is to work towards eradication of exclusivity for this age range by offering them ‘educational choices’. This is to be done through a broadening out of further education programmes which in turn, should encourage  educational institutions to offer a more wider and diverse choice of skills training and basic education. Financial support would be made available through Education Maintenance Allowances (currently being piloted in 56 LEA’s but becoming national from September 2004), and, Learner Support Funds paid through Learning and Skills Standards Fund (with priority going to those young people who have been in care, are on probation or are very young parents)(25).

However, despite the Connexions initiative and other well meaning funded projects in an attempt to encourage young people between the ages of 16-18 to participate in further education and training programmes, there will be a sector of young people who will view all education and training as ‘authoritarian in nature’, negative and inappropriate to their needs as they understand them, and, of being little or no value in their personal, socially or educational development.

Whilst education and skills training would go some way to alleviating the stress and poor life expectations of such a section of society, the schemes mentioned above do not address the root cause for their disenfranchised feeling towards education and learning, nor does it address the issues which underlie their negative perception of it.

In this respect, the causes for this disengagement are both complex and inter-related to early life’s experiences both in the family home and in main stream schools. Unless this is addressed, as the numbers of young people being placed in local authority care is increasing, so will the statistics relating to those young people who underachieve at school and who will leave care and compulsory education with little or no academic qualifications let alone be equipped with any work related skills training. 

What is needed, is current research into how many young people who were brought up in care of a local authority, actually go on (or not as the case may be) to use Connexion resources, how many actually apply for special funding to pursue educational or skills training programmes, and how many leave care feeling ‘stupefied’ by education and learning?   

Clearly, the ‘public choice’ theorists will be in their element with the wide and varied resources currently being put into widening participation as can be evidenced by this weeks Guardian ‘Education G” Supplement’ (26)  which advertises posts for Development Officers to work in ICT departments, to work on Racial Issues, to address Inclusive Learning issues, Numeracy and Literacy areas, and, Employer Liaison Development Workers. Is this just another case of building the empire to meet political agendas or is it really going to widen participation for those who really need it?

Given that the post-compulsory educational debate has been going on for decades with successive Governments introducing new policies and initiatives in the hope of addressing the multi-faceted debate about the value of education and learning, I am often reminded of the following quote from Petronius Maximus, a Roman Centurion who said in 210BC:-

“We trained hard, but it seemed that every time we were beginning to form up into teams we would be reorganised.  I was to learn later in life that we tend to meet any new situation by reorganising, and a wonderful method it can be for creating the illusion of progress, while producing inefficiency and demoralisation”.
                    (Petronius committed suicide after writing this statement)
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