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Foreword
National Education Union

The National Education Union’s (NEU) Value 
Education, Value Educators campaign 
was launched in the light of the Covid-19 
pandemic to illustrate how valuable schools 
and colleges are to children, young people, 
and society. During the last year, education 
Þæ�ą�©�õ���Ú��æ���¬ÄÄËõ�æ¬õ��ö�üÞ�æË�
support learning, keep students connected 
and nurture those who need extra care. 
The pandemic has caused huge damage 
to children’s and young people’s learning. 
The costs of Covid-19 have been borne by 
schools and colleges, class sizes are ever 
increasing, child poverty is on the rise and 
our curriculum and assessment systems are 
not meeting young people’s needs.

The key messages of the  
campaign are:

• To value education, the Government needs 
to increase funding and invest in recovery. 
The costs of Covid-19 have been borne 
by our schools and colleges. The amount 
pledged by Government to compensate 
for lost learning amounts to just £310 per 
pupil. Other countries are spending far 
more –£1,830 per young person in the US 
and £2,090 in the Netherlands.

• To value education, we need to end child 
poverty. In the UK, 4.3 million children live 
in poverty – that’s 31 per cent of children, 

or nine in every class of 30. Child poverty 
destroys children’s potential. An estimated 
nine per cent of UK families do not have 
a laptop, tablet or desktop computer. Two 
million households don’t have access 
to the internet. Forty per cent of the 
education attainment gap is set in stone 
before children even start school. And 70 
per cent of children growing up in poverty 
live in a household where at least one 
person works.

• To value education, high-stakes testing 
should be replaced with assessments 
fit for the future. The English education 
system tops international league tables for 
the number of tests pupils take. Children 
entering education in 2021 will be young 
adults in 2033. Schools can prepare them 
for jobs that have not yet been created, 
for technologies that have not yet been 
invented. To achieve these goals, our 
curriculum and assessment system must 
give children experience of making and 
doing, as well as reading and writing. They 
need more teaching and less testing.

• Throughout the pandemic teachers, 
leaders and support staff have been on 
the frontline – teaching children remotely, 
safeguarding and caring for them.

• But England’s education system is 
weakened because our teachers are 
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leaving the profession increasingly early – 
one in four within two years of starting the 
job, nearly 40 per cent within ten years, 
driven out by excessive workload, lack of 
professional agency and stress.

• To make matters worse, the Government 
has imposed a pay freeze. This will only 
contribute to the recruitment and retention 
problems in the profession.

• To value education, our Government must 
also value educators and that means 
proper pay and urgent action on workload.

• The National Education Union represents 
teachers, support staff, school leaders and 
lecturers. Our members see the effects 
of underfunding, over-testing and child 
poverty every day of their working lives.

The four papers that form the NEU 
Researchmeet project in the east have 
reinforced this message through the main 
themes of research that explore pedagogy, 
curriculum, engagement, skills development, 
professional development, and formal and 
informal learning programmes in terms of 
post-16 education and vocational learning.
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Ways of engaging:
the case of YMCA Norfolk’s  
Life Ready programmes

By Ian Duckett and Jade Crowe

The Ways of Engaging project, among other 
things, attempts to resolve some of the 
�¬Ć�ê½æ¬�Þ�¬��Äæ¬Ĉ���¬Ä�c��º½¬Ä¤�æ©��D��cÞ�
Problem, with activities such as researching 
a topic that interests the learner – using the 
internet, library, newspaper or another route 
æË�ĈÄ��Ëêæ�¬Ä£ËÚÃ�æ¬ËÄ���Ëêæ���Þê�·��æ�Ë£�
their choice and presenting the information 
in an interesting or original way. The project 
started with work in an alternative education 
provision and is currently the subject of a 
Learning and Skills Research Network (LSRN) 
project in East Anglia. Some of the activities 
are being further trialled in LSRN’s Ways 
of Engaging project with YMCA Norfolk in 
Norwich and Great Yarmouth, as part of the 
charity’s Life Ready project.

In a world where teachers and educators 
stand at a crossroads between education 
and social care, learner engagement is a 
complex business. Alongside the urgent need 
æË�ĈÄ��ÃËÚ��Ĉææ¬Ä¤��ÞÞ�ÞÞÃ�Äæ�ÃË��½Þ�¬Ä�
mainstream education, the current pandemic 
has thrown engagement into even sharper 
focus.

Learner engagement is not only concerned 
with straightforward engagement, but also 
learning and developing skills of employability 
and enterprise, and is increasingly directed 
at those on re-engagement and intervention 

programmes in schools, colleges, alternative 
provisions and home education schemes.

How can learners engage in education when 
many won’t be returning until September 
and some may choose not to return at all? 
As a result, the gap will be even wider than it 
was before. Disadvantage will increase and 
Þ�©ËË½Þ�ö¬½½�ĈÄ��æ©�ÃÞ�½õ�Þ�©�õ¬Ä¤�æË�Ú�×��æ�
parts of the curriculum for those who have 
fallen behind.

Developing generic learning skills

I believe the curriculum should have 
previously been replaced with an emergency 
curriculum based on stimulating multi-
disciplinary, or personal, social and health 
education (PSHE)/citizenship-based projects 
aimed at developing generic learning skills, 
such as communication and problem-
solving. It is something that the home-
educated and vast army of those excluded 
from mainstream education provision have 
faced for years and it provides the idea of 
what is becoming increasingly known as 
“build back better”.

Ever since I can remember this has been at 
the heart of what I have tried to achieve as 
an educator. As a young teacher reading 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed by Paolo Freire as 
a crusade for humanity and educating, I saw 
it as an act of love that enabled me to see 
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dehumanisation, both as an historical reality 
and as an individual experience in the lives of 
many of the learners I worked with (1).

This informed my teaching for many years. As 
time passed, I saw the matter in greyer terms, 
but I remain wedded to the view that barriers 
to learning are neither purely educational 
concerns to be addressed by teachers nor 
problems to be solved by social workers. In 
almost all cases they existed and continue to 
exist at the cusp of education and social care.

A pedagogy for engagement

My work in this area has been an ongoing 
project spanning some 40 years, and it isn’t 
over yet. I have developed a model, which can 
����¬õ¬����¬ÄæË�Ĉõ���¬Þæ¬Ä�æ�×©�Þ�ÞɅ

Phase 1: Early teaching career in further 
education, characterised by an initial teacher 
education that was guided by what was then 
called ‘student-centred learning’.

Phase 2: Engagement in curriculum 
development initiatives and characterised 
�ü�ĉ�û¬�½���××ÚË��©�Þ��Ä��Ë×�Äɫ�Ä����
outcomes which explore pedagogical 
projects through the Technical and 
Vocational Education Initiative and Extension 
(TVEI/TVEE).

Phase 3: Developmental work through 
education action zones (EAZ) and a 
commitment to the development of generic 
skills through core learning as a safety net 
ö¬æ©�Þ��ąË½�¬Ä¤ɋ

Phase 4: Projects developed and 
managed as a development advisor at the 
Learning and Skills Development Agency 
(LSDA) characterised by a value-added 
and evidence-based approach and an 
acceptance that not all assessment models 
are easily measurable.

Phase 5: A more open-ended approach, 
with pupil referral units and excluded pupils, 
developed at Shaftsbury Young People, 
with the Award Scheme Development 
and Accreditation Network (ASDAN) and 
the current Learning and Skills Research 
Network (LSRN) Ways of Engaging project, 
which is due to be piloted with YMCA 
Norfolk in Norwich and is characterised by 
engagement through personalised objectives 
and meaningful projects with a negotiated 
learning framework.

Each phase has been closely entwined 
with my own personal development – if 
æ©��ĈÚÞæ�©�½£�ö�Þ�¤�Ä�Ú�æ���æ©ÚËê¤©�%Ú�¬Ú�Ɇ�
the second half of my learning journey 
owes much to a teacher exchange to the 
US and the discovery of the work of Linda 
Flower on problem-solving strategies for 
writing (2). While each new development 
©�Þ����Ä��©�Ú��æ�Ú¬Þ����ü�¬æÞ�ËöÄ�Þ×��¬Ĉ��
themes, the common themes of entitlement, 
personalisation, skills development and 
enrichment has been at its heart throughout.

Some research into different ways 
of engaging

The progression of these ideas in phases 
1 to 4 have been described and discussed 
in peer refereed or other DfE quality 
assured publications at each stage of their 
development. The ways of engaging a project 
are the subject of ongoing research.

The earliest experiments from learning 
programmes at Hackney College and Barnet 
College were outlined in Reading between 
æ©��½¬Ä�ÞɅ���ĉ�û¬�½���××ÚË��©�¬Ä�&�Ä�Ú�½�
Educator in 1995 and more fully in Breadth 
and the core in the Journal of Further and 
Higher Education, 1997.
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Further work on the nurturing and support 
of skills through core learning is discussed 
in developing a value-added and evidence-
based approach to key skills, or ‘measuring 
the un-measurable’ in evidence-based 
policies and indicator systems, which was 
based on the earlier work at Barnet College 
through TVEI/TVEE and progressed through 
a project around breakfast clubs and 
excluded pupils with Slough EAZ.

c©�Þ��ĈÄ�¬Ä¤Þ�ö�Ú��æ�Þæ���¬Ä���Ú�Ä¤��Ë£�
action research and development projects 
supported and managed by the LSDA 
between 2003 and 2005 and published 
in Developing the Post-16 Vocational 
Curriculum (2004), Raising Achievement 
through Vocational A-levels (2004), 
delivering the new A-levels within the post-
16 vocational curriculum (2005) and Positive 
Outcomes, improving curriculum design and 
supporting curriculum change (2005).

���©�Þæ�¤��©�Þ����Ä��Ú¬õ�Ä��ü���ĈÚÃ�
belief that learner engagement should 
determine a curriculum that is meaningful 
and personalised and one which will foster 
the development of personal learning and 
thinking and employability skills in a safe 
environment for all 14+ learners.

The latest distillation of this work was based 
14-19 learner engagement projects in the 
London boroughs of Haringey, Lewisham 
and Barking and Dagenham. It focused on 
generic learning skills developed through 
specialist subject learning and was published 
as ‘Essential components’ in Delivering 
Diplomas (Spring, 2010) and a 2010 project 
at the Institute of Education, titled Tackling 
æ©��D��cÞ�VÚË�½�ÃɅ�]ê××ËÚæ¬Ä¤�=Ë��½�
Authorities in Reducing Young People Not in 
Employment, Education and Training.

YMCA Norfolk Life Ready: case study

Life Ready is a project run by YMCA Norfolk 
across the housing services and in some 
local communities with the focus of getting 
the participants ready for independent 
living. The young people we work with have 
a diverse background, and therefore the 
project has a very person-centred approach 
at the heart of what we do.

c©��×ÚË·��æ�¬Þ�Þ×½¬æ�¬ÄæË�æ©Ú����¬ą�Ú�Äæ�
smaller projects consisting of Life Ready 
Norwich, operating in the Norwich Housing 
Services; Life Ready Yarmouth, operating in 
the Yarmouth services and within partner 
×ÚË·��æÞ�yC����Ú���Ć½¬�æ���ö¬æ©ɐ��Ä��=¬£��
Ready Gardening, a project which is focused 
on constructing the Yarmouth housing site’s 
garden and educating on topics around 
living a greener lifestyle and being more 
environmentally aware.

For Life Ready Norwich and Yarmouth, we 
have a structured approach to the learning, 
but the delivery has always been directed by 
æ©��½��ÚÄ�ÚÞɋ�c©��ĈÚÞæ�×ÚË·��æ�ö��½�êÄ�©���
ö�Þ�=¬£��Y���ü�DËÚö¬�©Ɇ��Ä��ö©�Ä�¬æ�ĈÚÞæ�
began we created a steering group of the 
©ËêÞ¬Ä¤�Ú�Þ¬��ÄæÞ�æË�¬Äĉê�Ä���©Ëö�ö��öËê½��
��½¬õ�Ú�æ©��æöË��¬ą�Ú�Äæ��½�Ã�ÄæÞ�Ë£�=¬£��
Ready, these being the in-house courses and 
the ASDAN coaching programmes.



The in-house training courses we designed 
ourselves, named Skills for Life, focus on 
�¬ą�Ú�Äæ��Þ×��æÞ�Ë£�¬Ä��×�Ä��Äæ�½¬õ¬Ä¤�
ö©¬�©�ö�Ú��ĈÚÞæ�¬Äĉê�Ä�����ü�æ©��+ËÃ�½�ÞÞ�
Outcome STAR. In the YMCA Housing 
Services, the young people’s journey is 
measured by the Homeless Outcome STAR, 
ö©¬�©�£Ë�êÞ�Þ�ËÄ�æ�Ä��¬ą�Ú�Äæ�æË×¬�ÞɅ

• motivation and taking responsibility

• self-care and living skills

• managing money

• social networks and relationships

• drug and alcohol misuse

• physical health

• emotional and mental health

• meaningful use of time

• managing tenancy and accommodation

• offending.

With these core subjects at the centre of 
the Skills for Life courses, we developed 11 
individual courses after consultation with 
the young people that they can complete 
to assist with their journey through the 
Outcome STAR. The courses also support 
them in preparing for independent 
living and moving on from YMCA Norfolk 
accommodation.

These same courses were then utilised when 
we began Life Ready Yarmouth, as it gave 
us a foundation for the in-house training 
to begin. However, throughout running the 
�ËêÚÞ�Þ�ö��©�õ���½ö�üÞ�©���æ©��Ú�ĉ��æ¬õ��
input from the young people to shape further 
courses. One result of this was introducing 
a more in-depth course focused on mental 
health and wellbeing, which due to the 
resources and skills within YMCA, we were 
��½��æË�Ëą�Ú�×�Úæ¬�¬×�ÄæÞ�æ©��Ë××ËÚæêÄ¬æü�

æË��ËÃ×½�æ����Ã�Äæ�½�©��½æ©�ĈÚÞæ��¬��©�½£ɫ
day awareness course, in turn helping them 
æË��ê¬½��æ©�¬Ú��r��Ä��×ËÚæ£Ë½¬Ë�Ë£���Úæ¬Ĉ���
courses.

The young people also wanted us to have 
a tiered approach which allowed them to 
feel like they were moving on to a more in-
depth course. The introduction courses we 
combined to make the Induction Course, 
which became the Bronze level course, 
and the in-depth more detailed courses 
became the Silver level courses which gave 
them more opportunity to learn about these 
�¬ą�Ú�Äæ�Þê�·��æÞ��Ä��©�õ����¤Ú��æ�Ú�Þº¬½½�
set in their portfolio. They also liked the idea 
of being able to achieve more by completing 
more courses, so it was decided if they 
completed three courses, they would be 
�ö�Ú����æ©��&Ë½��½�õ�½���Úæ¬Ĉ��æ�Ɇ��Ä��¬£�æ©�ü�
complete six courses, they would achieve the 
V½�æ¬ÄêÃ�½�õ�½���Úæ¬Ĉ��æ�ɋ

When we started delivering the courses, 
we knew we needed to make them fun and 
engaging. Before working on the recent Life 
Y���ü�×ÚË·��æɆ�ö©�Ä�.�ĈÚÞæ�öËÚº���£ËÚ�yC���
Norfolk in 2017, I worked on another project 
called Life Ready which was an activities-
based programme, where young people 
learnt new skills through hands-on practical 
sessions; and it was during this time I learnt 
how our young people were strongly against 
the more formal styles of learning. We are 
not making generalisations as not everyone 
ĈæÞ�¬ÄæË�ËÄ���ËûɆ��Ä��ö���Ë�©�õ��üËêÄ¤�
people within the housing services who have 
completed further formal education such as 
degrees, but the general consensus was that 
it is not well received by our demographic.

When we launched our current Life Ready 
project the young people highlighted that 
they wanted the sessions to be informal 
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and engaging. Therefore, to begin with, we 
incorporated activities and quizzes and fun 
Q&A games, making them as interactive as 
possible so that they appealed to the young 
people. In March 2020 we were interrupted 
by Covid-19 and all the delivery moved online.

Online delivery for the in-house courses 
ö�Þ�Ú���¬õ���õ�Úü��¬ą�Ú�Äæ½ü���×�Ä��Äæ�
upon person, and it was very unusual for 
youth coaches to deliver in this way. In 
Norwich we had a solid group of four young 
people who joined the Zoom sessions 
regularly as they needed something to 
focus on with lockdowns present, but apart 
from that engagement online had to be in 
short intervals as they struggled to remain 
focused if not. We managed to include 
more interactive parts of the learning still, 
�û�Ã×½�Þ���¬Ä¤�Ùê¬āā�Þ��Ä��Ú�ĉ��æ¬õ��
time, and that was to not only help with 
engagement but to also make sure their 
voices were heard and to check they were 
taking in the information.

Due to the clients we work with, we are 
constantly aware of the barriers that face 
the young people we engage with. Examples 
of these barriers include mental health 
problems, relationship breakdowns and 
�¬Ć�ê½æ¬�ÞɆ����¬�æ¬ËÄÞ��Ä��ÃËæ¬õ�æ¬ËÄ�½�
barriers. With online learning we found this 
either hindered or helped their barriers. If 
their barrier was motivation, it was more 
�¬Ć�ê½æ��Þ�æ©�ü��Ëê½���õË¬���ææ�Ä��Ä��ɋ�
Whereas if their barrier was mental health, 
such as anxiety, we found it helped as they 
felt more comfortable as they could meet 
us in a space which was safe and familiar to 
them.

Additionally, we would build them up towards 
the session(s) by having phone calls with 
æ©�Ã�ĈÚÞæ��Ä��¤�ææ¬Ä¤�æË�ºÄËö�æ©�Ãɋ��Þ�

mentioned previously, the delivery is focused 
on making it as easy as possible for the 
young people to engage. For example, if 
they attended an online session and were 
experiencing body dysmorphia or self-
esteem issues, we would say they did not 
need to turn their camera on – we could 
just speak over the microphone. Any barrier 
which is highlighted to us, we try to assist 
with.

We have also found that integrating the 
Skills for Life courses with the hostel move-
on process has helped the young people to 
understand the importance of training with 
us, as they understand the reward that is in 
sight by completing their courses. The young 
people have also highlighted to us that the 
training is there to impart valuable life skills 
for independent living and they comment 
frequently how they do not understand 
why topics we cover are not discussed 
in mainstream education, for example 
budgeting and managing household bills.

Another part of the Life Ready project is 
the ASDAN coaching programmes. Through 
the 1-to-1 or group coaching programmes, 
young people can gain up to three ASDAN 
Ùê�½¬Ĉ��æ¬ËÄÞ�æË�¤ÚËö�æ©�¬Ú�ºÄËö½��¤��ËÄ�
�¬ą�Ú�Äæ��Ú��Þ�Ë£�¬Äæ�Ú�ÞæÞɆ�©Ë��¬�Þ�ËÚ�
potential career choices. ASDAN has an array 
Ë£�Ǿǻʏ�Þ©ËÚæ��ËêÚÞ�ÞɆ�ö©¬�©�æ©�ü���Ä�ĉ�û¬�½ü�
adapt to focus on any area of interest. We 
have found that the young people respond 
well to the ASDAN courses due to the nature 
of their delivery, and are enthused by how 
ĉ�û¬�½��æ©���ËêÚÞ�Þ��Ú���Þ�¬æ�Ã��ÄÞ�æ©�ü���Ä�
control their learning. We currently have one 
young person doing a history ASDAN, and it is 
completely focused on the LGBTQIA+ history 
and what the movement has gone through 
to get where we are now. Another has just 
completed a leadership ASDAN, where they 
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built their own podcast plan. Each week they 
would conduct a podcast recording and 
gather together a portfolio of podcasts, at 
æ©���Ä��Ë£����©�Þ�ÞÞ¬ËÄ�Ú�ĉ��æ¬Ä¤�ö©�æ�ö�Äæ�
well and what they could do better next time.

The young people have found that the 
ASDAN courses are also empowering, as 
it has made them realise that they can 
�ËÃ×½�æ��Ùê�½¬Ĉ��æ¬ËÄÞ��Ä��Þæê�¬�Þ�¬Ä��Ú��Þ�
of interest which suit their learning needs. 
Before a young person begins a coaching 
programme with us, we make a detailed 
action plan with them to highlight their goals, 
reality, options and plans to achieve them 
before we even begin the coaching, in order 
to highlight the process from the onset. The 
young people seem to respond to this well, 
as it also provides them with the opportunity 
to really discuss with us what their barriers 
are and what interventions we need to do 
to help them achieve their goals. If to begin 
with they struggle with researching and 
complying their work independently due to 
½��ÚÄ¬Ä¤��¬Ć�ê½æ¬�Þ�Þê�©��Þ���+��ËÚ��üÞ½�û¬�Ɇ�
we go through the process of working with 
them together before slowly withdrawing 
support so they can achieve these tasks 
independently.

s��ĈÄ��æ©���]��D��ËêÚÞ�Þ��Ú��Þê���ÞÞ£ê½�
both delivered as a group or on a 1-to-1 basis, 
depending upon the individual. However, 
we also believe the success of the ASDAN 
courses come from the fact that we are 
not teachers, and most of the time we are 
learning right beside them. We spend time 
with young people completing research for 
their courses and when we voice how we are 
learning alongside them, they feel a sense of 
support as someone else is with them.

The position of being a ‘coach’ (3) is a 
unique one, as with coaching the focus 

is on empowering someone to be able to 
achieve. We think therefore it works as well 
as a teaching tool. We are there to empower, 
motivate and encourage the young person to 
reach their full potential while also learning 
ËêÚÞ�½õ�Þɋ��Þ����Ë��©�ö��Ëą�Ú�Þê¤¤�Þæ¬ËÄÞ�
and discuss ways in which the young people 
can achieve, but we always encourage the 
üËêÄ¤�×�ÚÞËÄ�æË�©�õ��æ©��ĈÄ�½�Þ�üɆ��Ä��ö��
think this is what makes them successfully 
achieve with their learning goals.

We have also been able to utilise their 
success in the Skills for Life course by 
transferring it over to an ASDAN short course 
Ùê�½¬Ĉ��æ¬ËÄ�¬Ä�¬Ä��×�Ä��Äæ�½¬õ¬Ä¤Ɇ�©�½×¬Ä¤�
æ©�Ã�æË�Ú��½¬Þ��©Ëö�ĉ�û¬�½��ö����Ä�Ã�º��æ©��
courses in order to support them in achieving 
Ùê�½¬Ĉ��æ¬ËÄÞɋ�c�º¬Ä¤�æ©�Ã�æ©ÚËê¤©�æ©¬Þ�
process heightens their awareness of how 
supportive we are as youth coaches, and the 
fact that we are keen for them to gain more 
Ùê�½¬Ĉ��æ¬ËÄÞɋ�c©ÚËê¤©�æ©��üËêÄ¤�×�Ë×½��
understanding our passion and commitment, 
they tend to be more open to continuing 
courses with us.

We also believe that the success of ASDAN 
is due to the fact that you are credited with 
anything you achieve, rather than failing 
for not doing one thing, making the courses 
more empowering for our young people. In 
a world where pressure is added in every 
direction, if a young person has to stop a 
course with us due to personal reasons, 
they are still rewarded with what they have 
achieved so far. If they achieve one credit 
out of the six available with ASDAN, they still 
¤�æ�����Úæ¬Ĉ��æ�ɐ�¬æ�¬Þ�ÄËæ�Þ��Ä��Þ�æ©�ü��¬��ÄËæ�
do enough to achieve, but rather celebrates 
everything that they do achieve.

At the last moderation in November 2021, 
Life Ready saw 28 young people achieve 46 
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Ùê�½¬Ĉ��æ¬ËÄÞɐ��Ä��ö��æ©¬Äº�¬æ�¬Þ�����êÞ��Ë£�
the aforementioned factors that we have 
seen these results.

Towards a conclusion

There are three main curriculum components 
to this engagement programme in order to 
make it meaningful in the real world. These 
strands are leadership, employability and 
volunteering. It is also designed to deliver the 
£Ë½½Ëö¬Ä¤��ææÚ¬�êæ�Þ�æË��½½�×�Úæ¬�¬×�ÄæÞɅ

• teamwork

• target-setting and skills for learning

• problem-solving

• language and communication.

The Ways of Engaging project, among 
other things, attempts to resolve some the 
�¬Ć�ê½æ¬�Þ�¬��Äæ¬Ĉ���¬Ä�c��º½¬Ä¤�æ©��D��cÞ�
Problem, with activities such as researching 
a topic that interests the learner – using the 
internet, library, newspaper or another route 
æË�ĈÄ��Ëêæ�¬Ä£ËÚÃ�æ¬ËÄ���Ëêæ���Þê�·��æ�Ë£�
their choice and presenting the information 
in an interesting or original way. This started 
with work in alternative education provision 
and is currently the subject of a LSRN 
project, Ways of Engaging, in East Anglia. 
Some of the activities will be further trialled 
in LSRN’s Ways of Engaging project with 
Norfolk YMCA in Norwich.

If ever there was a time for doing things 
�¬ą�Ú�Äæ�¬æ�¬Þ�ÄËöɋ���ê��æ¬ËÄ�¬Ä�æ©��æ¬Ã��Ë£�
Covid-19 is crying out for an engagement or 
re-engagement programme which should 
be assignment-based and focused on the 
learner rather than on set, weekly sessions. 
It is a tailored learning resource, based on 
agreed, realistic targets that take account of 
the needs of each individual learner.

Notes

Ǽɋ��.�Ä��ê�º�ææɋ��ËËºÞ�æ©�æ��©�Ä¤��½¬õ�ÞɅ�
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2.  Linda Flower. Problem-solving Strategies 
for Writing. Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich 
Inc, 1981.
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evidence-based approach to key skills, or, 
‘measuring the un-measurable’, in Evidence-
Based Policies and Indicator Systems (ed. R 
Coe) 96-114. University of Durham, 2001.

Ian Duckett. Personalized Learning and 
Vocational Education and Training in 
Penelope Peterson, Eva Baker, Barry McGaw 
(editors). International Encyclopaedia of 
��ê��æ¬ËÄɋ�rË½êÃ��ȃɆ�××�ǾȄǼɫǾȄȁɋ�Jû£ËÚ�Ʌ�
Elsevier, 2010.

Ian Duckett. Learner engagement in a 
changing world. Society for Education and 
Training News, August 2020.

.�Ä��ê�º�ææɋ��êÚÚ¬�ê½êÃ��Ä��]Ë�¬�½��½�ÞÞɅ�
adventures in pedagogy, engagement and 
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EE White Paper
NEETs LSRN Research

Carlene Cornish

Introduction

The British Government claims that 
leaving the English education system at 
the age of 16 with few or no academic 
Ùê�½¬Ĉ��æ¬ËÄÞ���Ä������æÚ¬Ã�Äæ�½�æË�üËêÄ¤�
people’s future prospects, increasing the 
risk of marginalisation from education 
and employment at a crucial stage in life 
(Cornish, 2021). This is especially the case 
for youth who are not engaged in education, 
employment or training (NEET), whereby 
many have left education with low GCSE 
ə&�Ä�Ú�½���Úæ¬Ĉ��æ��Ë£�]��ËÄ��Úü���ê��æ¬ËÄɚ�
¤Ú���Þ�ËÚ�ÄË�Þ�©ËË½ɫ½��õ¬Ä¤�Ùê�½¬Ĉ��æ¬ËÄÞ�
and are already positioned as ‘hardest to 
Ú���©ɸ�¬Ä�ËĆ�¬�½��¬Þ�ËêÚÞ��ə�£�]�ǽǻǻǿɚɋ�.Ä�
short, the existence of NEETs challenge 
political ideals of responsible citizenship 
and prospects for national economic 
growth (Cornish, 201). Consequently, 
the Government has introduced various 
strategies, including the Raising of 
Participation Age (RPA) policy of extending 
compulsory education to 17- and 18-year-
olds. It suggests that participation in post-
Ǽȁ���ê��æ¬ËÄ��Ä��æÚ�¬Ä¬Ä¤�Ëą�ÚÞ�üËêæ©�æ©��
Ë××ËÚæêÄ¬æü�æË�¤�¬Ä�©¬¤©�Ú�Ùê�½¬Ĉ��æ¬ËÄÞ�
�Ä�����ËÃ��Ã�Ã��ÚÞ�Ë£���Þº¬½½��Ɇ�Ùê�½¬Ĉ���
workforce that contributes to the national 
economy.

The employability discourse has 
progressively become dominant in post-
industrial economies including the UK, where 
the workforce is expected to have improved 
Ùê�½¬Ĉ��æ¬ËÄÞ��Ä��ÞË�¬�½�Þº¬½½Þ�¬Ä�ËÚ��Ú�æË�
hold their own in an increasingly competitive 
and knowledge-driven economy. Brexit and 
the latest coronavirus pandemic were key 
reasons cited in the Government’s 2021 Skills 
for Jobs White Paper, introduced to rebuild 
the national economy and ostensibly “ensure 
that opportunity is given for everyone, 
wherever they live, to level up” (Secretary of 
]æ�æ��£ËÚ���ê��æ¬ËÄɆ��£��ǽǻǽǼɅǾɚɋ�cË���©¬�õ��
this, this White Paper has placed employers 
central to the post-16 skills agenda, so they 
��Ä���ĈÄ��ö©¬�©�½Ë��½�Þº¬½½Þ�ö�Ú��Ä������
to boost the economy; there is also the 
stated aim to establish a national system of 
employer-led standards by 2030. It means, 
that although the Education Secretary of 
State has professed that further education 
providers were “perfectly placed to provide 
technical education”, further education (FE) 
colleges were subsidiary in this employer-led 
skills agenda. In so doing, this White Paper 
has empowered the private sector to dictate 
and steer how FE colleges should deliver 
technical courses that promote short-term 
goals for business.

 15
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NEETs overlooked in FE White Paper 
2021

The FE sector is expected to play a key 
role in producing future workers with the 
credentials, knowledge and skills necessary 
to compete in the modern economy. 
Ostensibly, there is a skills gap in that we do 
not have enough technicians, engineers or 
health and social care professionals and for 
this, stronger links between employers and 
FE providers were required. Demonstrating 
how this could be done, improved 
traineeships, T-levels, English, maths and 
digital education were promised in the 
Government’s most recent White Paper, Skills 
£ËÚ�9Ë�ÞɅ�=¬£�½ËÄ¤�=��ÚÄ¬Ä¤�£ËÚ�J××ËÚæêÄ¬æü�
and Growth 2021. It outlined the political 
mandate for a Lifetime Skills Guarantee 
ostensibly aimed at ensuring that, post-
Brexit, “everyone has the skills to get good 
jobs, both now and in the future” (Secretary 
Ë£�]æ�æ��£ËÚ���ê��æ¬ËÄɆ��£��ǽǻǽǼɅǾɚɋ�+Ëö�õ�ÚɆ�
a closer policy analysis discovered that 
among other key omissions, NEETs were 
completely overlooked in this political 
focus that mostly favoured employers, 
adults and those with higher school leaving 
Ùê�½¬Ĉ��æ¬ËÄÞɋ

On one hand, it is encouraging to note that 
the latest reform encouraged 16- to 19-year-
olds to gain basic skills to attain level 2 in 
English and maths, recognising GCSE and 
%êÄ�æ¬ËÄ�½�]º¬½½Þ��Þ�Ùê�½¬Ĉ��æ¬ËÄÞ�Ë£��©Ë¬��ɋ�
However, whether this announcement 
creates a shift in practice and attitude, is 
questionable because research indicates 
æ©�æ��Ã×½Ëü�ÚÞ�£�õËêÚ���&�]��Ùê�½¬Ĉ��æ¬ËÄÞ�
(Ofqual, 2015). What’s more, although the 
2021 Skills for Jobs legislation usefully 
included a focus on young people with 
special educational needs, those on 
education and health care plans and ESOL 

learners, astonishingly there were minimal 
considerations for NEET youth in this latest 
policy drive. Worryingly, youth on the margins 
of education were overlooked in this high-
skills rhetoric, reinforcing doubt about 
whether NEETs were likely to improve on any 
½Ëöɫ½�õ�½�ËÚ�ÄË�Þ�©ËË½�½��õ¬Ä¤�Ùê�½¬Ĉ��æ¬ËÄÞɋ�
This is a real possibility, given that the 
Government plans primarily focussed on 
the higher end of the spectrum, ie those 
ËÄ�½�õ�½�ǽ��Ä����üËÄ��Ùê�½¬Ĉ��æ¬ËÄÞɋ�c©êÞɆ�
when it comes to improving academic and 
employment prospects for disengaged youth, 
the current White Paper will hardly provide 
them with the second chance opportunity to 
improve on their previous academic failure 
given its high skills rhetoric.

History of failure

There is a history of failure and critics such 
as Ainley (2021) argued that the root of the 
problem lies in the fact that skills have been 
downgraded to behavioural competencies. 
In current political rhetoric, key employability 
Þº¬½½Þ��Ú��æÚ�ÄÞ£�Ú��½���Ä����ĈÄ����Þ�æ©��
development of technical understanding and 
subject knowledge, numeracy, literacy, social 
Þº¬½½ÞɆ��Ú��æ¬õ¬æüɆ��ą��æ¬õ���ËÃÃêÄ¬��æ¬ËÄɆ�
interpersonal skills, problem-solving, self-
presentation, team-working and values 
(HEFCE, 2013). Ainley (2021) stated that 
there was downright confusion about what 
‘personal and transferable skills’ meant in 
æ©���¬ą�Ú�Äæ��ËÄæ�ûæ�Ë£�öËÚº¬Ä¤Ɇ�×�Úæ¬�ê½�Ú½ü�
since psychologists used similar terms to 
refer to personal attributes and personality 
traits. Also, the latest 2021 Skills for Jobs 
White Paper, was another example of how 
successive governments have replaced a 
series of youth training schemes, vocational 
Ùê�½¬Ĉ��æ¬ËÄÞɆ�Þ×��¬�½¬Þæ��Ë½½�¤�Þ��Ä��
technical institutes all aimed at driving up 
standards with employers placed at the heart 
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of these initiatives. However, in previous 
times, none of these technical and vocational 
projects have enhanced the vocational route 
as professed.

Scholars such as Smith (2021) claimed that 
the biggest failure of this White Paper is the 
fact that it over-emphasised an ideology of 
human capital driven by an employer-led 
skills agenda, at the expense of considering 
FE students as human beings with families, 
individual lives and desires of their own 
�¬ą�Ú�Äæ�æË�æ©�æ�ö©�æ�æ©��&Ëõ�ÚÄÃ�Äæ�
has planned that they should be learning. 
Moreover, the Lifetime Skills Guarantee 
included a lifelong loan entitlement for 
higher technical courses, 12- to 16-week 
�ËËæ��Ã×ÞɆ�£êÄ�¬Ä¤�£Ú���Ùê�½¬Ĉ��æ¬ËÄÞ�£ËÚ�
�Äü���ê½æ�ö¬æ©��û¬Þæ¬Ä¤�½�õ�½�Ǿ�Ùê�½¬Ĉ��æ¬ËÄÞɆ�
�½½��Þ�×�Úæ�Ë£�æ©��&Ëõ�ÚÄÃ�Äæ��ąËÚæÞ�æË�ɵ©�½×�
everyone get the skills they need at every 
Þæ�¤��Ë£�æ©�¬Ú�½¬õ�Þɶɋ�c©�Þ���ąËÚæÞ��½¬¤Ä���
with the Government’s previous White Paper, 
21st Century Skills (DfES, 2003) which 
emphasised employability as a national 
strategy aimed at ensuring that individuals 
have the right skills to be employable in a 
globalised knowledge economy. In many 
respects, this latest legislation is more of 
æ©��Þ�Ã�Ɇ��ą��æ¬õ�½ü��êÞ¬Ä�ÞÞ��Þ�êÞê�½ɋ�
To explore the educational experiences of 
former NEET and disengaged youth on an 
employability course, empirical research 
was conducted at a large general further 
education (FE) college in the east of England, 
named The Site.

Methodology

For this study, the use of a case study design 
was an appropriate research strategy, 
enabling me to accentuate the narratives of 
complexity and marginalised experiences 
for most participants on the level 1 achieving 

skills course. Through adopting a case study 
approach, I was able to provide a detailed 
Ú�×ËÚæ���Þ���ËÄ��ËÄæ�ûæê�½�¬Äĉê�Ä��Þ�æ©�æ�
may construct narratives and operational 
practices within The Site. This approach 
enables a selection of ‘information-rich’ 
cases, but it invariably lacks reliability and 
opens the possibility of subjectivity and 
prejudice (Ary et al, 2010). Nevertheless, 
what I address is the issue of transferability 
(Lincoln and Guba, 1985) as it is hoped 
that the study will provide a rich and deep 
representation of educational issues within 
��Þ×��¬Ĉ��%���Ë½½�¤���Þ�æ©�ü��û¬Þæ����æ���
particular moment in time when the study 
was conducted.

Brief findings and critical discussion

;�ü�ĈÄ�¬Ä¤Þ�Ú��Ë¤Ä¬Þ������¬Þ·êÄ�æêÚ��
between raising the participation age (RPA) 
re-engagement discourse and this latest 
White Paper, overlooking possibilities for 
inclusion of marginalised youth. In the 
context of my study, the data illustrated 
that GCSEs have become capital, the much-
Ú�Ùê¬Ú��������Ã¬��æ�Ú¬ą�æË�¤�¬Ä�����ÞÞ�æË�
higher levels of study or training (Cornish, 
2017). At this particular college, alternative 
Ùê�½¬Ĉ��æ¬ËÄÞ��××��Ú���æË�©�õ��½¬ææ½��
Þ¬¤Ä¬Ĉ��Ä���ö©¬½��©¬¤©�Ú�&�]�ÞɆ�×�Úæ¬�ê½�Ú½ü�
in academic subjects, gained elevated status. 
Cü�Þæê�ü�¬��Äæ¬Ĉ���æ©���Ã�Ë�¬���×Ë½¬�¬�Þ�
and practices in which GCSE capital was 
utilised to build an intellectual divide, in turn 
segregating those with low GCSEs from 
those deemed more academic and credible 
to gain access to valued provision within the 
setting. Consequently, a range of educational 
Ë××ËÚæêÄ¬æ¬�Þ�ö�Ú���½ËÞ���Ëą��Ä������ÞÞ�
was therefore denied to those with no or low 
GCSEs, placing higher levels of vocational 
courses, apprenticeship training and the 
opportunity to re-take GCSEs out of reach 
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for most participants on this employability 
course (Cornish, 2017).

To exacerbate this situation, the latest 2021 
Skills for Jobs legislation created a high skills 
agenda which overlooked the needs of NEET 
youth. Apprenticeships and traineeships 
have been mentioned in the 2021 White 
Paper, however my empirical data published 
elsewhere, discovered that participants 
on this course struggled to access 
�××Ú�Äæ¬��Þ©¬×Þ�ö¬æ©¬Ä�æ©¬Þ�Þ�ææ¬Ä¤Ʌ�¬æ�ö�Þ���
limited, competitive resource stipulating four 
æË�Ĉõ���Ɂɫ��&�]�Þ��Þ��ÄæÚü�Ú�Ùê¬Ú�Ã�ÄæÞɋ�
This therefore placed NEET youth in direct 
competition with level 3 and degree students 
for access to apprenticeships (Cornish, 
ǽǻǼȂɚɋ�cÚ�¬Ä��Þ©¬×�ö�Þ�ÄËæ�Ëą�Ú����æ�c©��
Site during the empirical study. Students on 
æ©¬Þ��ËêÚÞ���Ú��æ©�Ú�£ËÚ��¬Ä����Ëê�½���¬Ä�Ʌ�
they were overlooked in the latest policy 
�Ú¬õ��ö©¬�©�Ëą�Ú�����×¬æ�½�£êÄ�¬Ä¤�£ËÚ�
level 2 and above courses. Plus, they were 
positioned on a course within The Site that 
Ëą�Ú������ËÃ×�æ¬æ¬õ����ê��æ¬ËÄ�½�×ÚËõ¬Þ¬ËÄɆ�
challenging prospects of improving on 
previous academic failings.

These considerations bring to mind 
Bourdieu’s (1974) theory and criticism of the 
meritocracy discourse, because it exposed 
how structural inequalities were embedded 
in broader systems and the ways in which 
numerous social and institutional arenas 
öËÚº�æË¤�æ©�Ú�æË�¬Äĉê�Ä���æ©��Ú��½��©�Ä��Þ�
available to marginalised students. This issue 
highlighted the central argument of several 
academic researchers who claim that given 
the low-quality education provision currently 
ËÄ�Ëą�Ú�£ËÚ�Ã�Ú¤¬Ä�½¬Þ���Þæê��ÄæÞ��ÄÚË½½���
on low-level courses, these students were 
not prepared to form part of the high-skilled 
workforce (Russell et al, 2011). In its current 
state, the latest White Paper will make no 
�¬ą�Ú�Ä���£ËÚ�D��cÞɋ�

Conclusion

This article draws on empirical research 
which was conducted to examine the 
educational experiences of disengaged youth 
and the extent to which they were able to 
��Ä�Ĉæ�£ÚËÃ�æ©��ɷÞ��ËÄ���©�Ä��ɸ�Ú©�æËÚ¬��
announced in RPA re-engagement provision. 
Contrary to stereotypical assumptions, 
Ãü��Ã×¬Ú¬��½�ĈÄ�¬Ä¤Þ�¬Ä�¬��æ���æ©�æ�Ã�Äü�
participants actively participated and 
believed that the employability course 
�Ëê½��Ëą�Ú�æ©�Ã���Þ��ËÄ���©�Ä���æË�
improved academic outcomes (Cornish, 
2021). Stringent academic controls were 
enforced, and a combination of government, 
institutional policies and educational 
practices made relatively realistic aspirational 
goals unobtainable for most participants 
within The Site. Thus, despite their individual 
aspirations, most participants faced severe 
academic conditions and multiple structural 
factors which placed them in direct 
�ËÃ×�æ¬æ¬ËÄ�ö¬æ©���ææ�ÚɫÙê�½¬Ĉ���Þæê��ÄæÞ�
for access to essential education provision 
at The Site. This paper argues for a revamp 
Ë£�æ©��Xê�½¬Ĉ��æ¬ËÄÞ��Ä���Ú��¬æ�%Ú�Ã�öËÚº�
(QCF), making prevocational courses the 
ĈÚÞæ�£ËÚÃ�½�ÚêÄ¤�Ë£�Ùê�½¬Ĉ��æ¬ËÄÞ�Ëą�Ú¬Ä¤�
real chances for progression. It furthermore 
argues that quality standards of teaching 
practices are upheld on this course. I 
also advocate that the latest White Paper 
¬Ä�½ê��Þ���Þ×��¬Ĉ��£Ë�êÞ�ËÄ�D��c�üËêæ©�
and provide actual funding and educational 
support facilitating enhanced academic and 
employment outcomes.
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Joint practice  
development (JPD): 
An alternative approach to professional 
development and learning in the further 
education (FE) context

By Joyce I-Hui Chen

A further education college teacher and a 
PhD student of the University of Sunderland

This article presents an extract to doctorate 
research that aims to collaborate with 
further education (FE) teachers to co-
construct a narrative account of professional 
development based on the lived experiences 
of implementing joint practice development 
(JPD) in practice (Chen, 2022).

Beginning from a place of despair 
and feeling powerlessness

This journey started four years ago with my 
Ú�ĉ��æ¬ËÄ�£ÚËÃ�æ©��JĆ���£ËÚ�]æ�Ä��Ú�Þ�¬Ä�
Education (Ofsted) inspection when I started 
my new role as a teacher educator and 
professional development facilitator. With 
several changes at work, I experienced a 
feeling of desolation.

“  So, we had the Ofsted inspection last 
year and we were given a grade 3 
with many areas in teaching, learning 
and assessment (TLA) requiring 
improvement. I had only just come back 
from maternity leave and the world 

seemed to come crashing down on us. It 
seemed that the college where I had been 
working for more than a decade was now 
not good enough. It was only three years 
ago that I joined the department where 
./�ħ�� 1 '*+( )/��)��/ ��# -�/-�$)$)"�
courses are provided. Because of the 
results of the Ofsted report, I started 
thinking about what and why had not 
�  )�2*-&$)"�2$/#�./�ħ�� 1 '*+( )/�
and how rarely we know if these sessions 
have had an impact on teaching, learning 
and assessment (TLA).”

E��# )D�� ī �/$1 ��*0-)�'D� 
20 January 2018

c©¬Þ�×�ÚÞËÄ�½�Ú�ĉ��æ¬ËÄ�Ë£�æ©��Þ¬æê�æ¬ËÄ�
is a reality not just for my organisation, 
but I suspect one that is not unfamiliar in 
a number of colleges across the country 
ə�ËĆ�½�Ɇ�ǽǻǼȂɚɋ�.æ�¬Þ�êÄÞêÚ×Ú¬Þ¬Ä¤�æ©�æ�
Þæ�ą�ÃËÚ�½��ö�Þ�½ËöɆ��Ä��¬Ä�¬õ¬�ê�½Þ�ö�Ú��
struggling. The organisation had to make 
changes in a short period of time to turn the 
Ofsted grading from Requires Improvement 
to Good or better. This experience led to my 
curiosity and determination to research and 
understand the experiences of FE teachers 
and whether there is an alternative approach 
to professional development and learning.

20  
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English further education sector 
and its challenges

The further education sector in England 
has been valued as a diverse educational 
×ÚËõ¬��ÚɆ�ö©¬�©�Ëą�ÚÞ���ö¬���Ú�Ä¤��Ë£�
learning and training opportunities and 
provisions, from remedial courses for 
young people who are not in education, 
employment or training (NEET), vocational 
courses, apprenticeship programmes to 
higher education studies (Gregson et al, 
ǽǻǽǻɐ�=¬Ä¤Ĉ�½�Ɇ�ǽǻǼǽɚɋ�c©¬Þ�Ã��ÄÞ�æ©�æ�
teachers who work in this sector need to 
possess and demonstrate a wide range 
of complex skills and knowledge to teach 
½��ÚÄ�ÚÞ���ÚËÞÞ��¬ą�Ú�Äæ��¤�ÞɆ��ËÃ×½�û�
needs and experiences. Despite high 
economic and social expectations about 
the FE sector, there are persistent issues 
with what Ball (2012; 2018) argues as 
neoliberalism at work in education; we have 
been enduring an epidemic of education 
policy, the performative and managerial 
culture, coupled with teachers’ recruitment 
and retention struggles and the pandemic. 
s©�æ�¬Þ��õ�Ä�ÃËÚ��£ÚêÞæÚ�æ¬Ä¤�¬Þ�æ©����Ĉ�¬æ�
view of our profession as a teacher and 
educator in education. Within the complexity 
Ë£�×�Ú£ËÚÃ�æ¬õ¬æü��Ä��Þæ�ą�Ú���æ¬ËÄÞ�æË�
the culture of ‘hyper-competition’ and 
‘hyper-accountability’ (Daley et al, 2015), FE 
teachers face the dilemma of conformity 
in meeting the pressures of this culture 
or deciding to leave the sector altogether. 
Teachers appear to have lost autonomy in 
controlling their own professional learning; 
even when they have good intentions and 
ideas to contribute to the organisations, 
their voices are not heard. FE teachers who 
öËÚº��æ�æ©��£ÚËÄæ½¬Ä���Ú��æ©��ÃËÞæ��ą��æ���
by changing policies, reforms, austerity, 
excessive workloads, culture, and many left 
the profession. These factors impact on 

teachers’ working life and with little capacity 
left to engage with professional development 
and learning due to limited time, space and 
resources. Orr (2020) describes the sector 
�Þ�½¬º��ɵ��½¬Ã×�æ�ËÄ���ÚË�ºɅ�¬æ�¬Þ�Ú�Þ¬½¬�Äæ��êæ�¬æ�
has no control over the tides that regularly 
threaten to wash it away. Resilience is 
admirable but it is not a strategy for the 
development of vocational education and 
training (VET)” (p.513). Now is the time to 
re-evaluate and rethink about FE teachers’ 
lifelong career and how we can nurture and 
sustain our professional life in FE.

Joint practice development (JPD)

9V��ö�Þ�ĈÚÞæ�¬ÄæÚË�ê�����Ä��êÞ���¬Ä�Þ�©ËË½Þ�
by Fielding et al (2005) who conducted a 
large-scale research project for the purpose 
of understanding “the factors and challenges 
of the transfer of good practice”. They argue 
that JPD is a much better terminology to 
��Þ�Ú¬���æ©���ËÄ��×æ��Ä���ąËÚæÞ�Ë£�æ���©�ÚÞ�
who are working collaboratively in sharing, 
shaping and developing their practices 
together. This preliminary introduction 
to JPD has provided a new terminology 
for describing the process of how ‘good 
practices’ are formed. In Fielding et al’s 
study, they argue that the use of JPD 
as terminology is not merely a linguistic 
shift, but rather that it brings about “an 
important conceptual re-alignment” of 
where a teacher’s position lies in professional 
development and learning. Several key 
£��æËÚÞ�ö©¬�©�êÄ��Ú×¬Ä�æ©���ą��æ¬õ��
implementation of professional development, 
particularly JPD, include the importance 
of building trust between each other; 
creating policies which promote a positive 
relationship; seeing challenge as part of 
healthy development; and the complexity of 
�¬ą�Ú�Äæ�æü×�Þ�Ë£�Ú�½�æ¬ËÄÞ©¬×Þ�ö©¬�©�¬Ã×��æ�
on the sustainability of JPD (Fielding et al, 
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2005). The notion of JPD has since emerged 
as a new concept which brings a fresh 
perspective to professional development, 
�¬ą�Ú¬Ä¤�£ÚËÃ�ÃËÚ��æÚ��¬æ¬ËÄ�½��ËÄæ¬Äê¬Ä¤�
professional development (CPD) models 
which often see professional development 
from a top-down perspective without clear 
evidence or research to suit local needs.

�ÄËæ©�Ú�Þ¬¤Ä¬Ĉ��Äæ�Þæê�ü��ËÄ�ê�æ����ü�
Hargreaves (2011; 2012) prioritises JPD 
�Þ�æ©��ĈÚÞæ�×ÚË£�ÞÞ¬ËÄ�½���õ�½Ë×Ã�Äæ�
dimension in creating and sustaining a 
self-improving inter-school system. JPD 
is much more conceptualised as a model 
of professional development with practical 
features. ‘Sharing good practice’ has long 
been a popular choice of terminology in the 
format of training events, conferences and 
in initial teacher training programmes. The 
expectation of these types of activities is for 
the recipients to learn from the contributors 
and transfer the shared ‘good practice’ into 
their own practice. There is little evidence 
to support the actual transfer of the good 
practice, as Hargreaves argues (2011), 
unless teachers “take responsibility for 
ensuring real practice transfer, and being 
accountable if the practice is not really 
transferred” (ibid, p.11). This argument is the 
foundation of JPD which forms one of the 
key strands to the professional development 
dimension, proposed by Hargreaves (2012) 
in creating a self-improving school system. 
He also emphasises that one of the key 
drivers to high-quality JPD is to create a 
culture of coaching and mentoring through 
�ą��æ¬õ��½����ÚÞ©¬×Ɇ�ö©¬�©�Ú�Ùê¬Ú�Þ�Þ�Ä¬ËÚ�
leaders to identify teachers with an evident 
strength and then share these teachers 
across the organisation to ‘co-construct 
improvement’ with others (Hargraves, 
2012, p. 9). This argument brings another 
dimension of JPD to the fore which focuses 

on whole organisational development and 
the importance of leadership in pioneering 
and leading JPD as key principles to engage 
everyone in professional development. It 
is essential to consider the perspectives 
from the leaders’ positions themselves on 
professionalism. The culture of professional 
learning in an organisation does not simply 
�ÚÚ¬õ��ö¬æ©Ëêæ��ąËÚæɐ�¬ÄÞæ���Ɇ�¬æ�Ú�Ùê¬Ú�Þ�
leaders and managers to work with teachers 
on building up this engine of development. 
This requires not only skills and knowledge 
�êæ��½ÞË�×ÚË£�ÞÞ¬ËÄ�½��ËÄĈ��Ä��Ɇ��ê¬½æ�ê×ËÄ�
trust, to support and challenge each other in 
½��ÚÄ¬Ä¤��Ë½½��ËÚ�æ¬õ�½ü�ə�ËĆ�½�Ɇ�ǽǻǼȂɚɋ

Based on the model of JPD, Gregson et al 
(2015) completed an empirical research 
study involving more than 150 practitioners 
in the further, adult and vocational education 
ə%�r�ɚ�Þ��æËÚ�Ëõ�Ú�Ĉõ��ü��ÚÞ�ËÄ�Ú�Þ��Ú�©¬Ä¤�
and developing practices. Drawing on 
theories from Fielding et al (2005) and Eraut 
(2004), Gregson et al bring practitioners 
together to share their experiences and 
explore educational research in putting ideas 
or theories into practice. During the research, 
a guide has been produced as a resource for 
educators (Gregson et al, 2013), from leaders 
to teachers engaged in the professional 
development of practices and organisational 
development. Four guiding principles of JPD, 
×ÚË×ËÞ����ü�&Ú�¤ÞËÄ��æ��½�əǽǻǼǾɚ�¬Ä�½ê��Ʌ�

• Make space for trust, openness and 
honesty.

• Work to establish a shared understanding 
of the education problem and how it makes 
educational sense for it to be addressed.

• Share the experience of trying out 
interventions/innovative practices.

• Critically review overall progress together.

Gregson et al, 2013, p.8-9
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In the current uncertain political and 
educational climate, the top-down 
and managerial model of professional 
development has become embedded in the 
culture of FE colleges, positioning CPD as a 
tool with the intention to engage teachers in 
professional learning but whereby many have 
fallen into the routine of little more than a 
box-ticking exercise. This “technical-rational” 
view of teachers’ professional learning 
and development, contended by Gregson 
and Spedding (2018), perceives teachers 
as “passive consumers of knowledge” and 
assumes that knowledge can be simply 
transferred by cascading down on training 
days or similar events. Gregson and Spedding 
(2018) continue to argue that externally 
imposed standards by Ofsted are not only 
ĈÄ�Ä�¬�½½ü��ËÞæ½ü��êæ��½ÞË�ɵ�ËÄÞêÃ��æ¬Ã�Ɇ�
morale, energy and resources” of teachers 
and organisations (ibid, p.168). Elsewhere, 
Fisher et al (2019) describe that teachers’ 
autonomy “has been eroded both by 
routine monitoring systems and by external 
inspection regimes” (ibid, p.253). This culture 
of conformity weakens teachers’ agency 
and endangers trust necessary for teachers’ 
×ÚË£�ÞÞ¬ËÄ�½¬ÞÃɋ�c©êÞɆ����¬ą�Ú�Äæ��××ÚË��©�
to CPD is much needed to rebuild trust and 
teachers’ autonomy in working together 
for their professional learning. The guiding 
principles of the joint practice development 
(JPD) model see knowledge as collaborative 
�Ä���õËêÚ�ö©¬�©�Ú�Ùê¬Ú�Þ�·Ë¬Äæ��ąËÚæÞ�¬Ä�
exploring, trying and reviewing practice 
together through experience, evidence and 
literature (Fielding et al, 2005; Gregson et al, 
2015). Despite reviewing the literature and 
having the guiding principles, little is known 
about how JPD is integrated in practice in 
the FE context.

Integrating theory into practice: a 
reconceptualised JPD model

Using practitioner-led participatory action 
research methodology (Carr, 1995; Carr and 
;�ÃÃ¬ÞɆ�ǼȄȃȁɐ�C�D¬ąɆ�ǽǻǼȁɐ�]æ�Ä©ËêÞ�Ɇ�
1975) and through narrative inquiry-based 
research methods (Connelly and Clandinin, 
2000; Kim, 2016), interviews, JPD workshops, 
�Úæ�£��æÞɆ�Ĉ�½��ÄËæ�Þ��Ä����Ú�Þ��Ú�©��¬�Úü��Ú��
used to record and interpret the experiences 
of both myself and participants working, 
½��ÚÄ¬Ä¤��Ä��Ú�ĉ��æ¬Ä¤�æË¤�æ©�Ú�æË���õ�½Ë×�
and enhance aspects of teaching, learning 
and assessment. Based on the experiences 
and accounts, a reconceptualised model 
of JPD is developed building on the initial 
framework and guiding principles designed 
by Gregson et al (2015). Below is a practical 
representation of how JPD is integrated in 
practice in the context of my research study.
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A reconceptualisation of joint practice 
development model (Chen, 2022)

• Connect – Building an open, safe and 
trusting relationship with space and time 
for dialogues. This can take some time and 
should be ongoing and evolving.

• Engage – Active listening and time to 
think and share need to be incorporated 
in the time and space (classroom or online 
setting).  Sharing what is happening in 
their practice helps identify own strengths 
and areas for development.

• Involve and enquire – Individually identify 
own area(s) for development. Spend time 
thinking and researching individually or 
together to find possible ways for trying 
out.

• Involve and enquire – Based on research 
and enquiry, finalise and focus on using 
chosen method(s) for practice.

• Reflect – Allow sufficient time to try out 
methods and collect feedback/evaluation. 
Share your own reflection.

• Reconnect and engage – Joint reflection 
on progress and support each other in 
listening, thinking and sharing.

Chen, 2022

Towards a hopeful and sustainable 
future in FE

While it is widely acknowledged that the 
existing managerial and performative 
�ê½æêÚ��¬Ä�%��¬Þ��¬Ć�ê½æ�æË�Þ©¬£æɆ��Ëê×½���
with the uncertainty of the impact from the 
pandemic, there is an urgent need to (re)
connect and build relationships between 
individuals within the communities in the 
organisation. FE teachers should not wait for 
the hierarchy to impose further standards 
upon practice. Instead, FE teachers can and 
should take ownership of their professional 
learning by working together to cultivate safe 
and collaborative spaces in which honest 
and reciprocal dialogues can happen. The 
narrative inquiry into teachers’ experiences 
and social emotional perspectives to their 
professional lives that my study has revealed 
indicates that there is potential for future 
research into collaborative professional 
development and learning, particularly in the 
context of FE. Leaders and managers in the 
FE sector need to recognise and invest in 
sustainable professional development and 
learning which supports the cultivation of 
reciprocal professional learning communities 
as a basis and condition to nurture teachers’ 
work and life.
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Research activism and  
what is at stake
Sub title goes here

This contribution to the research agenda and, 
Þ×��¬Ĉ��½½üɆ�æË�æ©��Y�Þ��Ú�©Ã��æ��¤�Ä��Ɇ�¬Ä�
further education (FE) colleges is a strategic 
one. That means it is not intended to defend 
an understanding of research or to promote 
a particular form or theory of research, it is 
exploring the conditions for success of a 
research culture in FE colleges and what that 
means for practitioners. However, I will align 
‘FE research’ with FE practitioner interests 
and that makes it a fully strategic aim.

The NEU orientates itself around a key 
mission of Value Education, Value Educators 
�Ä��æ©�æ�ĈæÞ�ö©�æ�.��Ã�¤Ë¬Ä¤�æË�Þ�ü�©�Ú�ɋ�
Not because it is an organisational ambition, 
�êæ�����êÞ��¬æ�ĈæÞ�ö©�æ�ö��Ä����æË��Ë�
in the research agenda and in research 
development itself. We need to develop 
voices, resources and activism in college 
workplaces, and to do that we need to use 
�õ�Úü�æËË½��æ�ËêÚ��¬Þ×ËÞ�½Ʌ�Ú�Þ��Ú�©�¬Þ�ËÄ��
such tool and I believe an unavoidable one 
if we are to progress practitioner interests, 
practitioner expertise and practitioner voice.

Preaching to the unconverted

There are many tensions in what I am saying, 
in whatever I have already said, and that is 
because research is a contested term. So, 
too, are the associative ideas and practices 
æ©�æ�ö���Ëê½���Ú�ö�ËÄ�©�Ú�Ʌ�×ÚË£�ÞÞ¬ËÄ�½¬ÞÃɆ�

evidence, practitioner workplace 
experiences, expertise.

Let us dispense with some unnecessary 
terms and reference points (for all of these 
are false starts and together have created 
æËæ�½��ËÄ£êÞ¬ËÄɚɅ

Ǽɋ�Y�Þ��Ú�©�¬Þ�Ä�êæÚ�½Ɇ�¬Ã×�Úæ¬�½��Ä��Þ�¬�Äæ¬Ĉ�ɋ

2. Research is a purely an academic exercise.

3. Research is a tool of management.

Not all these things can be the case at any 
one time. Research cannot be credible, freely 
explored (with the time and space to do it) 
and a tool of control. It can be one or the 
other (even a multiple), but it cannot be all 
three at any one time.

And this tension forecloses talk of research 
and its practice, for the most part. It means 
that in one’s workplace one simply cannot 
‘do’ research that is credible and freely 
�û×½ËÚ��ɋ�%ËÚ�æ©�æ�Ú��ÞËÄɆ�Ã�Äü�æêÚÄ�Ëą�£ÚËÃ�
the research agenda and think it is just a 
tool of management or the work of others 
(academics). Only limited, short-term and, 
ultimately, management-controlled (it is in 
management’s gift) project funding recurs as 
common research practice.

 27
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One cannot convert to a belief that is not 
coherent or that has no legitimate advocates. 
Hence when one preaches about research it 
is to the unconverted or those who choose to 
ignore the tensions for research practice.

Legacies of ambition

Without doubt the idea of research has been 
promoted in the sector and its practice 
encouraged in workplaces over time, but 
none of those interventions made much 
�¬ą�Ú�Ä���¬Ä��Ë½½�¤�Þ�ÞüÞæ�Ã�æ¬��½½ü�ËÚ��õ�Ä�
partly. We have pockets of research culture 
that are tied to colleges delivering higher 
education (obviously) and some which have 
embraced the idea and supported it (Coleg 
Cambria and Villiers Educational Trust). There 
are others of course, but too few to make a 
�¬ą�Ú�Ä��ɋ

For example, the most impressive past 
attempts – Coombe Lodge (now mostly 
£ËÚ¤Ëææ�Äɚ�ö©�Ú��Þæ�ą�ö�Äæ�ËÄ�Ú�Þ¬��Äæ¬�½�
research events; Learning and Skills 
Development Agency (LSDA) (national research 
events and awards); Institute for Learning (IfL) 
(provided mandatory 30 hours of continued 
professional development (CPD) for all in the 
sector) – should have left sediments, if not 
repositories, of exemplary practice. However all 
disintegrated in the weight of other structural 
and cultural changes – the Act of Incorporation 
in 1992 being the most decisive, and the 
boycott of IfL by UCU in 2011. We should note 
that the boycott did bring a possible joint 
agreement between government, employers 
and the trade unions, but it was never put as a 
proposal to members of IfL for the employers 
pulled out when it came to a commitment 
to contributing their share of the fee (which 
was to be divided between state, 30 per cent; 
employers, 30 per cent; members, 30 per cent).

The old chestnut: professional and 
why it secretly matters

To address why research is thought of as 
a space that belongs to others (scientists, 
professional researchers, academics and 
even management (as a discourse)) we 
need to return to the question of ‘who’ the 
FE practitioner is. In other words, why do 
practitioners think that the research space is 
not theirs?

Part of the answer I have given above is 
in terms of the assertion that research 
is understood in a traditional way, as 
��¬Ä¤��ËêÄ��æË��êæ©ËÚ¬æ¬�ÞɅ�æ©��Þ�¬�Äæ¬Ĉ��
establishment, academia and management. 
�½½�Ùê¬æ���¬ą�Ú�ÄæɆ�ÞËÃ�æ¬Ã�Þ�Ëõ�Ú½�××¬Ä¤Ɇ�
but all with deep and respective interests in 
æ©��Ú�Þ��Ú�©��¤�Ä��Ʌ���ĈÄ¬Ä¤�¬æɆ�½¬Ã¬æ¬Ä¤�¬æ�
and articulating it.

No matter how post-modern one wants to be 
��Ëêæ�¬æɅ�Ú�Þ��Ú�©�¬Þ�£ËÚ�ÞËÃ�Ɇ��êæ�ÄËæ�Ëæ©�ÚÞɆ�
and certainly not all.

But what is the research interest for the FE 
practitioner? What does one research and 
why? In other words, why should one contest 
Ú�Þ��Ú�©�æË��Ë�¬æ�¬Ä�æ©��ĈÚÞæ�×½���Ɍ

This is where we need to bring in the notion 
of professionalism. Another contestation, 
another battle. It is not that professionalism 
is an ultimate answer for it has its own 
baggage, but it is part of a strategic solution 
(so I am evading the professionalisation of all 
occupations for now…). For FE practitioners 
the issue of professionalism is unavoidable. 
They must contest it, debate it and shape it.

Today, professionalism is voluntary, it is 
not regulated in the workplace, and the 
notion of professionalism is more tied to 
corporate behaviours and assumptions 
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than to professional standards. In other 
words, the employer did not support 
workforce professionalism in 2010 as a joint 
enterprise, and now they have replaced it 
with a corporate view of professionalism; a 
professionalism that is monitored, audited 
and based on performative measures alone. 
This is a contamination of the concept of 
professionalism and it makes the research 
ask harder.

Why is the ‘ask’ of professionalism so 
hard? And how does it further impede the 
development of a research culture?

In a context of voluntaristic, individualistic 
notions of professionalism, contaminated by 
corporate notions of workforce behaviours 
and performance, the great ironies of ‘why’ 
professionalism as a terrain to contest can 
be left to employers is hard to grasp. Unless 
one thinks the state should regulate all, fund 
all and service all, the way of professionalism 
will be unheard.

And, yet, what is omitted if we forget 
professionalism? What is omitted is the 
regulation of workforce expertise, its 
measure, standards of behaviour, standards 
of inquiry... In other words, owning and 
shaping professionalism is equivalent to 
owning and shaping one’s expertise as a 
practitioner (CPD – one’s own of course) 
and one’s peers (through the collective 
endeavour of research). Added to which 
would be the democratic accountability of 
the profession.

But the concept of professionalism is not 
simple nor obvious. As much as I argue for its 
better instantiation, it must be accepted that 
its lived reality is not homogenous, even as 
an aspiration.

In focus groups which I have run on this issue 
practitioners had views on professionalism 
that needed to be heard and worked through. 
That they think their professional identity 
is tied to their occupational heritage and 
it is this they draw on to aim higher in 
FE – to the point that they think FE holds 
back their occupational profession and its 
standards. Secondly, that the association of 
the profession of lecturer as given in the FE 
contract assures others of the professional 
domain they work in (academia) – knowing 
that it gives a false image. Thirdly, that 
no one else need assure them of being a 
professional for it is an individual expectation 
and standard of behaviour. Fourthly, that 
being a professional is about doing the right 
thing for learners, of transforming lives, even 
¬£�æ©�æ�¬Þ�ËêæÞ¬���Ë£�Ùê�½¬Ĉ��æ¬ËÄÞɆ�Þæ�Ä��Ú�Þ�
and lessons. Finally, all of this adds up to 
the notion that professionalism is a series 
of longings for a past occupation, to a duty 
outside of one’s expertise (for it is about the 
learner) or for the future occupational role 
of the learner. But it is not for the current 
workforce, for its practice and therefore 
there is no coherent domain for that 
professional expertise to work in. Without a 
�ËÃ�¬Ä�Ë£��û×�Úæ¬Þ�Ɇ�æ©�Ú��¬Þ�ÄË�¬��Äæ¬Ĉ��½��
�û×�Úæ¬Þ�ɐ�ö¬æ©Ëêæ��Ä�¬��Äæ¬Ĉ��½���û×�Úæ¬Þ�Ɇ�
there can be no profession (Abbot).

In comparing FE practitioners with school 
teachers (although the sand is shifting fast), 
these assumptions around professionalism 
erode the comparisons we often wish 
to make in regard to pay and working 
conditions. How can equal pay and terms 
and conditions be made if one is saying that 
‘nothing is similar’ regarding educational 
expertise?
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In rebuilding FE professionalism we also 
rebuild research for a profession that needs 
to retain its own forms of inquiry. It needs to 
control its practices as a partner with others 
ö©Ë�Þ©�Ú��æ©����Ä�ĈæÞ�Ë£�æ©�æ��û×�Úæ¬Þ�ɋ�]Ë�
æ©���ûæ�ÚÄ�½��Ä��¬Äæ�ÚÄ�½�Ë�Þæ��½�ÞɅ

External: environment/others

The workforce is shaped to perform – human 
capital.

The workforce is fragmented in its sites and 
areas of work, part-time working is endemic, 
the workforce is ageing (recruitment crisis).

c©��öËÚº£ËÚ���¬Þ�êÄ��Ú×�¬�Ɇ�Ëõ�ÚöËÚº���əÞæ�ą�
costs are a constant target for reduction) and 
over-monitored.

Internal: identity/agency

Professional identity is fragmented into 
‘other’ sector identities.

Professional expertise is not thought of as 
�Ë©�Ú�ÄæɅ�õË��æ¬ËÄ�½�×���¤Ë¤ü�¬Þ�ÄËæ���æË×¬��
Ë£��ËÄ��ÚÄ�ËÚ�Ë£�Þ¬¤Ä¬Ĉ��Äæ�¬Äæ�Ú�Þæɋ

Conclusion

Engaging in developing a collective research 
culture means that one acknowledges the 
historical, external and internal impediments 
to that culture. Accepting these challenges 
does not mean that research cannot be 
¬Ã×�Úæ¬�½Ɇ�£Ú��½ü��û×½ËÚ����Ä������Ä�Ĉæ�
to management, but it does mean that 
it is owned, directed and shaped by the 
×ÚË£�ÞÞ¬ËÄɋ�.æ��Ë�Þ�Ã��Ä�æ©���ą��æÞ�Ë£�
research should have bearing on college and 
Þ��æËÚ�×Ú��æ¬��Þɋ�.æ�ö¬½½������æ¬Ã��Ëą��êæ�æ©��
�Ä�Ú¤ü��Ä���Äæ©êÞ¬�ÞÃ�Ë£�%��Þæ�ą�Ã��ÄÞ�
that time could be closer than one thinks. But 
it needs the right vehicles and organisations 

to support the opening of that space.

While one can (and should) say that the 
exploration of vocational pedagogy and an 
FE range of pedagogies – adult learning, 
informal learning, recognition of prior 
½��ÚÄ¬Ä¤Ɇ�Ëą�Ä��Ú�½��ÚÄ¬Ä¤Ɇ��]J=��Ä��æêæËÚ¬Ä¤�
ɪ�Þ©Ëê½�����Ë£�Þ¬¤Ä¬Ĉ��Äæ��Ä���ËÄÞæ�Äæ�
interest to FE colleges (not necessarily 
employers) and the sector workforce. One 
must also conclude that developing these 
interests as the interests and the ownership 
of college practitioners is the terrain on 
which research culture becomes research 
activism.

So, some last points to orientate future 
��æ¬õ¬ÞÃɅ

• Developing a space for research and 
inquiry means supporting new disruptive 
elements – not fitting in or being alongside 
current practices/roles.

• Professional identity needs reforging as 
the articulation (re-contextualisation) 
of industrial/occupational/academic 
concepts and practices into teaching. 
(It is not ‘dual’ or borrowed from another 
sector’s experts.)

Trade union activism can be thought of 
as removing external challenges – pay, 
overwork, underfunding. But research 
activism can be thought of as removing the 
internal challenges practitioners encounter 
– confused professional identity, distorted 
notions of expertise and ambition, all created 
by the environments and organisational 
ÞæÚê�æêÚ�Þ�Þæ�ą�öËÚº�¬Äɋ
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