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1. Education, Pedagogy and Class 

1.1 Emergent consciousness in learning delivery systems 

ά/ƭŀǎǎ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǎǘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘέ όaŀǊƎŀǊŜǘ ¢ƘŀǘŎƘŜǊΣ мффнύ 

 

άΧǿŜΩǊŜ ŀƭƭ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ƴƻǿέ ό¢ƻƴȅ .ƭŀƛǊΣ мффнύ 

 

ϦwƛŎƘΣ ǘƘƛŎƪ ƪƛŘǎ Řƻ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǇƻƻǊΣ ŎƭŜǾŜǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴέ όaƛŎƘŀŜƭ DƻǾŜΣ нлмлύ 

 

In July 2017Σ ǘƘŜ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭΩǎ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƻǊ 5ŀǾƛŘ IŀȅŜǎ όŀƭǎƻ ƳȅǎǘŜǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ ƪƴƻǿƴ ƻƴ 

social media as Dajvid Haze) posted a proposal on Facebook, setting off a chain of events 

leading to the issue of PRISM you are reading now (Fig.1). The online reaction to his idea was 

immediate and heartfelt. Our impression of that moment was that there was a hunger to talk 

about the lived experience of class in education and to relate this experience to our wider 

institutional, social and economic contexts. With this special issue, we hope to better 

represent the issue of class in education as well as the experience of working-class students 

and academics. 
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Figure 1: Facebook conversation on working class academics 

In the United Kingdom in the 1990s and early 2000s there seemed to be a developing 

ŎƻƴǎŜƴǎǳǎ ǾƛŜǿΣ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇǘƘƛƴƪΣ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƛƴƎ ǇƘǊŀǎŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǎǎƭŜǎǎ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅέ ŀƴŘ 

άƳŜǊƛǘƻŎǊŀŎȅέ ŀƴŘΣ ƛƴ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ CǳƪǳȅŀƳŀΩǎ ΨŜƴŘ ƻŦ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΩ όмфуфύΣ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ 

that society was progressing naturally and inevitably towards a liberal democratic, globalised 

meritocratic end state. The collapse of the world economic system in 2008 and the punitive 

measures used to bail out the financial markets in the years that followed (which in the UK 

ǿŜǊŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅέύ ŀǊŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜd with rising inequality and savage cuts to the welfare 

state and public services. The post-crash period has also seen a resurgence of populist and 



PRISM 2(1) Education, Pedagogy and Class  prism-journal.blackburn.ac.uk 

3 
  

extreme right-wing politics. At this moment the debate around social class and education 

seems more pertinent and necessary than ever. Our initial and informal discussion of the 

theme revealed an abiding anxiety over class identity, a micro-fracturing and division that 

distracts from gross societal inequalities and decreasing social mobility. Is this class self-

consciousness rather than class-consciousness?  

This journal is hosted at an institution in one of the most deprived areas of the United 

Kingdom. Staff here are regularly trained in equality and diversity for characteristics such as 

race, gender and sexuality, but bias based on social class is not covered. As Diane Reay 

suggests, social class is insufficiently addressed in teacher training and education, leading to 

ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜΩǎ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΦ  

Χǳƴǘƛƭ ǿŜ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŀǎ ŀ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ƛǎǎǳŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘion then social class 

will remain the troublesome un-dead of the English education system. I am not 

conjuring up here some gentle shadowy ghost haunting our classrooms but a 

potential monster that grows in proportion to its neglect (Reay, 2006) 

Diane Reay was the first researcher to be mentioned in the comments on the Facebook 

post above and we are absolutely delighted to publish her article in this issue. 

The question that then arises is whether the low status of class issues in education and 

society is a result of unconscious bias or, as Henry Giroux suggests in this issue, because there 

is an active, conscious depoliticisation through reinforcement of ignorance and illiteracy.  

More profoundly, illiteracy is also about refusing to act from a position of 

thoughtfulness, informed judgment, and critical agency. Illiteracy has become a 

political weapon and form of political repression that works to render critical 
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agency inoperable and restages pƻǿŜǊ ŀǎ ŀ ƳƻŘŜ ƻŦ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ Χ LƭƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ 

provides the foundation for individuals to be governed rather than a foundation 

that enables them to govern. 

We note the increased prioritisation of skills over education and growing emphasis on the 

employability of school leavers and graduates. Does this suggest that class consciousness, 

creativity and critical thinking may be seen as superfluous at best and, at worst, a threat to 

the established social and economic order? 

hǳǊ Ŏŀƭƭ ŦƻǊ ǇŀǇŜǊǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ ΨŜƳŜǊƎŜƴǘ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎ ƛƴ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊȅ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΩ 

both as a reference to (re)emergent class consciousness in education and in relation to the 

recasting of pedagogy, teaching and learning in the more robotic, instrumental and 

behavioural vocabulary of learning delivery, programme management, assessment and 

quality assurance, with implications of a future of artificial intelligence and algorithmic 

ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ twL{aΩǎ ǊŜƳƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǿŜƭŎƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǎǳōƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀƴŘ 

emergent authors and practitioners and the reaction from our contributors to the call has 

been truly impressive in its breadth and quality.  

1.2 Conclusion  

Iŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǊŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŀƴŎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎǳōƳƛǎǎƛǾŜ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŎƛǘȅΩΣ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ 

paper, got the better of us and extinguished our hopes and beliefs in a higher education 

system that levels the opportunities for all its students rather than divide them?  

This special issue contains six articles, three think pieces and one book review - over 

50,000 words on a topic we have been blithely told no longer exists, or if it does, can just be 

surmounted through more aspiration and participation? The commitment and critical insights 

in this issue will hopefully inspire every reader to engage with this research and scholarship.  
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2. In this issue 

This special issue is opened by A Life Lived in Class: The Legacy of Resistance and the 

Enduring Power of Reproduction from Diane Reay. It has her own life and career as a case 

study, one originating in a working-class coalmining area, before twenty years as a primary 

school teacher in London and then as an academic and Professor of Education at Cambridge 

University. The case study advances the influential work of Pierre Bourdieu on the 

relationship between a habitus and a field through its concept of a recalcitrant habitus. The 

article supports its position through many examples of personal experiences that illustrate 

both self-defeating and transformative consequences of resistance. It posits the effects of a 

ŦƛŜƭŘ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ƻǾŜǊŎƻƳŜ Ψōȅ ǇǳƭƭƛƴƎ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǳǇ ōȅ ƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ōƻƻǘǎǘǊŀǇǎΩΦ  

¢Ƙŀƴƪǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǇǘƘ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΣ ǘƘƛǎ ΨƭƛŦŜ ƭƛǾŜŘ ƛƴ ŎƭŀǎǎΩ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜŘ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ 

alarming examples of the impact of class and its relationship with other influences. It 

questions the ability of higher education to surmount these problems when:  

ΧǘƘŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳȅ ƛǎ ŀ ŦƛŜƭŘ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ƳŀƭŜ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǳǇǇŜǊ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǇƻǿŜǊΥ ŀ ǎǇŀŎŜ 

where racism of intelligence is compounded by the misogyny of intelligence.  

Henry Giroux, in Higher Education and the Politics of the Radical Imagination, then 

provides a piercing account of the contemporary threats and pressures facing higher 

education. It serves immediate notice to their urgency from increasing authoritarianism, 

deregulation and privatisation. It identifies a political project behind pedagogies of repression 

and education that merely Ψprovides the foundation for individuals to be governed rather than 

a foundation that enables them to govern.Ω  

The article encourages all educators to protect the cultures that make democracy possible 

and rebut the current attacks on the truth, honesty, and the ethical imagination. It argues this 
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requires a new way for thinking about education, one that halts the creation of a predatory 

Ŏƭŀǎǎ ƻŦ ΨǳƴŜǘƘƛŎŀƭ ȊƻƳōƛŜǎΧ ǇǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ŘŜŀŘ ȊƻƴŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƳŀƎination that even Orwell could 

ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŜƴǾƛǎƛƻƴŜŘΩΦ  Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ŎƭŜŀǊ ƎǳƛŘŀƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊǎ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ Řƻ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴ 

their higher education teaching than merely train students for the workforce:  

Critical pedagogy is about more than a struggle over assigned meanings, official 

knowledge, and established modes of authority:  it is also about encouraging 

students to take risks, act on their sense of social responsibility, and engage the 

world as an object of both critical analysis and hopeful transformation. 

The third article is Beyond the Curriculum and the Classroom:  A case study of a curriculum 

enhancement programme in an English secondary school where Rachel Jackson puts forward 

her research from teaching classics on an after-school curriculum enhancement programme. 

IŀƭŦ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ΨŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜŘΩ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ΨCLASSics CLASSΩ 

programme that provided learning opportunities usually reserved for elite educational 

institutions. The paper includes five portraits of the participants that provide fascinating 

insights into how these young people perceive their futures.  

This is followed by Ψwƛǎƪȅ .ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΚΩ hƴ tŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ wƛǎƪ ŀƴŘ ±ǳƭƴŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ CǳǊǘƘŜǊ 

Education from Christina Donovan. The intriguing title illuminates the paradoxical and 

ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘƛƴƎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǊƛǎƪΩ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǎΤ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ƘŜǊ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ 

ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘƛƴƎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǊƛǎƪΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 

investigates how the term is defined by different members of staff and captures what they 

ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ŀƴ Ψŀǘ ǊƛǎƪΩ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜΦ .ŜŦƻǊŜ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ 

perceptions influence attitudes towards such students who in the consequences of the 
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ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀ ΨǊƛǎƪΩ to the financial health of the 

organisation.  

The next article is from Abdul Aziz Hafiz who in, Class Precarity and Solidarity in 

Education: Social Value Co-creation and Non-ownership Social Infrastructures considers the 

Great British Class Survey 2013 and its class at the bottom of this ranking system, the 

'precariat'. It extends earlier work by acknowledging the sociospatial complexities of class and 

argues for understanding difference in relation to global dependence and the reproductive 

mechanisms of precarity. The potential to provide security through higher education is then 

considered. 

Alex Dunedin then provides Class, Opportunity and the Lesser Minds Problem: A Ragged 

University Response which considers his work in the free education project the Ragged 

¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜ ǳǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŦǊŜŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 

opportunities at community events in social spaces. The piece opens with discussion of the 

Lesser Minds problem and processes of dehumanisation and dementalisation. The social 

justice aspirations of pedagogy are contemplated as are the relationships we encounter when 

education is reduced to άfreeέ market principles.  

The first of the three think pieces in this special issue, comes from Richard Wyatt with 

Raymond Williams the working class academic. This contemplates the key ideas from one of 

the founding fathers of cultural studies and argues for his contemporary relevance. The piece 

ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊǎ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎΩ ǇƛƻƴŜŜǊƛƴƎ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ мфслǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿŀys for 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƭƛǾŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ǳƴŎƻǾŜǊ 

alternative collective opinion; an important method as such thoughts may not always reflect 

dominant ideologies. 
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David Allan provides the second think piece, Class, Education, and Mindset. Allan 

considers the influence of attitudes in education, employment, and social status. It reflects 

on the role of education for maintaining rather than alleviating class divisions, through its 

ability to reproduce capital rather than its production. The piece offers a clear challenge for 

educators, one where we aim to educate beyond the curriculum to create more life chances 

and informed choices for our students. 

This is followed by a third think piece, Containment and Division: Evaluating Class-Based 

Metaphors in Higher Education by Terry McDonough. The use of Conceptual Metaphor 

Theory is put forward to understand the divisive effects in educational discourse from terms 

ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨI9-in-C9Ω όƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴύΦ A thoughtful breakdown of this 

metaphor is provided in the piece which stands as a clear provocation and challenge to this 

artificial and damaging distinction in the different classes of HE now available in the UK. 

This special issue then concludes with PeǘŜǊ {ƘǳƪƛŜΩǎ book review of Virginia Eubanks 

(2017) Automating Inequality: how high-tech tools profile, police and punish the poor. This 

ōƻƻƪ Ƙŀǎ ŜǾƻƭǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ 9ǳōŀƴƪǎΩ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǎŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƛƴǘƻ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ 

technology in everyday life and its embeddedness into the infrastructure of welfare in the 

United States. ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ŜƭǳŎƛŘŀǘŜǎ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƻǳōƭƛƴƎ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ 9ǳōŀƴƪǎΩ ōƻƻƪ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

pervasive and destructive over-reliance on technology as a means of disassociating and 

alienating the poor.  

We hope that you enjoy reading this issue and that you find it inspirational for your own 

work and/or thinking. PRISM welcomes your responses, critiques and counterpoints for 

future issues. 
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Abstract 
L ƘŀǾŜ ǎǇŜƴǘ Ƴȅ ǿƘƻƭŜ ƭƛŦŜ ƛƴ ΨŎƭŀǎǎΩΣ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ-class girl and then as a primary 

school teacher, and later as an academic. My academic career spans over twenty-five 

years taking tƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ tƛŜǊǊŜ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƳƛǘΦ ¢ŀƪƛƴƎ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƳƛǘǎ 

is to engage with his research affectively as well as intellectually, to recognise our own 

social and academic positioning in the same powerful way he recognised and worked with 

his own autobiography (Bourdieu, 2007). It also requires the deconstruction and 

reconstruction of his concepts in relation to our own distinct experiences. In this article I 

attempt to tease out the many different and antagonistic embodiments of the relationship 

between a habitus and a field, taking myself as a case study. I am going to focus on two 

fields: the working-class coal-mining community of my childhood and youth, and the 

educational system.  

 

 
The difficult thing is not to rise in the world, but, while rising, to remain oneself  

- Jules Michelet (1846) 

 

.ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ Ƙŀōƛǘǳǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƻƻƭ ƘŜ ŜƳǇƭƻȅǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ Ƙƻǿ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ 

becomes embodied in the individual in the form of dispositions that remain powerfully linked 

to economic and cultural background (Reay, 2004). Bourdieu (2007, p. 22) writes in Sketch for 

a Self-!ƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ ǎǇŀŎŜ ƻŦ ǇƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƛǎ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜŘ ƛƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ 

ƻǊ ǊŜǇǳƭǎƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǇŜƴŘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿŜƛƎƘǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘΩ ōǳǘ ǿŜƛƎƘǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭd is always a 

consequence of an originary habitus even for those of us whose habitus has been 



PRISM 2(1) Education, Pedagogy and Class  prism-journal.blackburn.ac.uk 

11 
  

transformed. He argues that we cannot understand habitus without analysing the formation 

of the dispositions associated with the position of origin:  

Experience linked to one's social past can and must be mobilised in research, on 

condition that it has previously been submitted to a rigorous critical examination. 

The relation to the past which remains present and active in the form of the habitus 

has to be socio-analysed. (Bourdieu 2007, p. 113) 

 

Figure 1: Working class siblings (1959) 

There were many powerful dispositions associated with my position of origin. In the tough 

Ŏƻŀƭ ƳƛƴƛƴƎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ L ƎǊŜǿ ǳǇ ƛƴΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ōƛƴŀǊȅ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜƳ ŀƴŘ ǳǎΣ 

the bosses and the workers, the working classes and the middle classes. My great 

grandmother, who was still alive when I was a little girl, would spit at the radio every time a 

member of the royal family or an aristocrat was mentioned. She would spit more if they were 

actually talking. We were told life was hard, unfair and that our fate was a constant diet of 

exacting work. My father would always tell his children we were just as good as anyone else, 

but the subliminal message was of course that we were not. This message was reinforced by 



PRISM 2(1) Education, Pedagogy and Class  prism-journal.blackburn.ac.uk 

12 
  

the educational system where, as free school meal children, we had to line up after the 

άƴƻǊƳŀƭέ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƻǳǊ ƴŀƳŜǎ ǊŜŀŘ ƻǳǘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜΦ {ǳŎƘ ŀ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǘƻ 

the world generates powerful dispositions of opposition, obduracy, defiance, rigidity but also 

those of solidarity, determination, single-mindedness, and self-reliance; a habitus of 

recalcitrance (Skeggs, 2004, p. 89).  Less palatable but more difficult to own are those 

dispositions of shame and inferiority.  Alongside the opposition and resistance there was a 

powerful internalisation of the judgments we received from wider society, that we were 

ƛƴŦŜǊƛƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘǎΣ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜŘ ōȅ Ƴȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƎƻƻŘ 

enough, generated enduring dispositions of poor confidence, self-loathing and low self-

esteem.     

 

Figure 2: A working class family (1956) 

I am not sure what readers notice in this photo of me and my family from the 1950s, but 

I see the defiant abject, but shining throuƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŀōƧŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŦƛŜǊŎŜ ǊŜǎƻƭǾŜΦ  {ƘŜ 

had eight children but continued to wear a 23-inch elastic band around her waist into her 

sixties. 
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 I hated my schooling. I can say that now, but for many years it seemed ungrateful to feel 

this way. I aƳ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ƻōƭŀǘŜǎΥ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ƻŦ ƘǳƳōƭŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴǎ ǿƘƻ ƻǿŜǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƘƻƭŜ 

education, culture, training and career to the state education system (Bourdieu, 1990a). I felt 

I had been lucky, a chosen escapee. Yet many years later when I tried to develop a socio-

analysis of my own trajectory, I realised I had fought for every educational advance. My 

educational experiences were pitiless and harrowing. My year three teacher turned out to be 

the woman on the posh private estate I had taken three of my younger siblings and three 

other children for a walk around. When we tried to smell the flowers growing over the wall 

ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƎŀǊŘŜƴΣ ǎƘŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǳǎ άǎŎǳƳέ ŀƴŘ ǘƻƭŘ ǳǎ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǿŜ ƘŀŘ ŎƻƳŜ ŦǊƻƳΦ 

When I walked into her classroom a few months later on my first day at Junior School, there 

was a mutual shock of recognition.  Despite all my earlier efforts, I was once again put on the 

ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭ ŜǎǘŀǘŜ ǘŀōƭŜΦ  L ǎǇŜƴǘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ȅŜŀǊ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀ ŎƘŀƛǊ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŘǳƴŎŜΩǎ Ƙŀǘ ƻƴ 

my head. One boy in my Ŏƭŀǎǎ ƧƻƪŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ά5έ Ƴǳǎǘ ǎǘŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ά5ƛŀƴŜέ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ ǿŜŀǊ 

it so much. However, to the amazement of the other children I passed the 11 Plus without 

any practice, or the tutoring nearly all the middle-Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘΦ hƴŜ ƎƛǊƭ ǎŀƛŘΣ άǘƘŜre 

Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ŀ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜ 5ƛŀƴŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǇŀǎǎŜŘέΣ ōǳǘ L ƘŀŘΦ  

Grammar school was both an escape and a torment. I was in the top set, one of only two 

working class girls, and the judgments were still raining down on me. My math teacher in year 

8 accused me of being a liar, a thief and a cheat, and because parents like mine never went 

into school it was the maternity ward sister who had delivered me, the mother of another girl 

in my class, who finally came in to defend me and prevent me from being excluded.  

I am going to write about just one day of many long days of terror, anxiety and 

overwhelming fear of failure that epitomizes the resisting habitus ς my first day at school! I 

want you to picture a scene in a small town primary school on the edge of the coalfields in 

Derbyshire in the mid-1950s. A little girl barely aged five has been gently pushed through the 

school gate by a harassed mother with baby in pram, a 2-year-old sat on top, and a crying 3-

year-old clutching the bar at the side of the pram. The mother rushes off. The little girl is 

already late, and it is her first day at school. She cautiously makes her way to the front 

entrance and a kindly secretary ushers her into the reception classroom. Lingering at the door 

the little girl immediately notices a number of things. First, Roy Machin and Raymond Wilson, 

two boys from her council estate are sitting at a table laboriously copying the letters on a 
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sheet of paper. Doris and Edith, also from the estate, are sitting opposite them. Her eyes 

swivel round the classroom. At the other tables, unknown children are reading. The little girl 

instantly recognises the very familiar Janet and John reading series. She and her mother had 

been reading the books since she was three and she had recently started to teach her younger 

sister to read book one.  

The teacher looks up, smiles, and asks her name, then walks over to the desk to check the 

ǊŜƎƛǎǘŜǊΦ ά{ƛǘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜǊŜΣέ ǎƘŜ ǎŀȅǎ ǇƻƛƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀ ǎŜŀǘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ wƻȅ ŀƴŘ 5ƻǊƛǎΦ  

The little girl hesitates. She wants to read, and she can already write the alphabet on her 

own. She does not need to copy.  

The little girl's father has told her two things about school "Be polite and put your hand 

ǳǇ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ŀǎƪ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΣϦ ŀƴŘ άŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǎǇŜŀƪ ƻǳǘ ƛŦ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ǳƴŦŀƛǊΦέ {ƘŜ Ǉǳǘǎ ƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘ up.  

The teacher frowns, a twinge of irritation fleeting across her face.  

ά¸ŜǎΣέ ǎƘŜ ŜƴǉǳƛǊŜǎΦ  

¢ƘŜ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƎƛǊƭ ǎŀȅǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǎƭƻǿƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƭŜƳƴƭȅΣ άtƭŜŀǎŜ aƛǎǎΣ L Ŏŀƴ ǊŜŀŘΦ /ŀƴ L ǎƛǘ ŀǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘŀōƭŜǎΚέ  

¢ƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΩǎ ŦǊƻǿƴ ŘŜŜǇŜƴǎΦ ά¸ƻǳ ǎƛǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǘƻƭŘΗέ  

The little girl reluctantly slides into her chair but refuses to pick up a pencil, stung by the 

unfairness of it all. She wrestles with herself and fidgets until the teacher comes across and 

this time raises her voice.  

ά²Ƙŀǘ ƻƴ ŜŀǊǘƘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳ ŎƘƛƭŘΚέ  

¢ƘŜ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƎƛǊƭ ƭƻƻƪǎ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅǎΣ ά.ǳǘ aƛǎǎΣ L Ŏŀƴ ǊŜŀŘΗέ   

She is made to stand in the corner with her face to the wall for her insolence, but the next 

day she is moved to a table of readers.  

This is a move away from the children I know, and am familiar with, to a group whose 

mothers have told them not to sit with children like me. To remain with my friends means to 

not progress educationally, while to join those who are seen to be educational achievers is to 

be positioned as the unwelcome outsider.  
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I want to suggest the dispositions of the resisting habitus were already formed in that 

five-year-old; that they are evident in the stubborn uncompromising oppositional stance I 

took to the unfairness of authority. But at the same time the dispositions of solidarity, that 

were part of the life blood of my coal mining community, were already under threat, 

powerfully in tension with a hyper-competitive streak that was encouraged by both my 

parents. That was the first, but far from the last, time I felt a deep sense of relief mingled with 

fear and an acute sense of disloyalty. Stubborn determination combined with a strong 

competitive streak became the hallmark of my schooling. Speaking of resistance Bourdieu (in 

Bourdieu and Waquant, 1992) argues that intellectuals often forget that the dominated are 

socialised by the very conditions in which they live, and that they are therefore often 

determined, to varying degrees, to accommodate to their situation, lest the world be totally 

unliveable for them. Through much of my schooling, and later university experience, the 

world verged on being unliveable for me.  

We cannot make sense of habitus without seeing it in psychological and emotional terms, 

and in relation to the symbolic violence individuals face. I suggest that those of us who end 

up working with Bourdieu do not do so by chance and happenstance. His texts emerge out of, 

and resonate with, the resisting habitus. For Bourdieu (1998, p. 56) 'what is problematic is the 

fact that the established order is not problematic'. He saw research as not just about the 

production of knowledge, but as part of the struggle to generate social change through 

providing different ways of seeing the social world:  

Scientific explanation should teach the researcher where his liberties are really 

situated and resolutely to refuse the infinitesimal acts of cowardice and laxness 

which leave the power of social necessity intact, to fight in himself and in others 

the opportunist indifference or conformist ennui which allows the social milieu to 

impose the slippery slope of resigned compliance and submissive complicity. 

(Bourdieu, 1998, pp. 4-5) 

However, for me to conform to the values and requirements of the status quo would not 

be opportunism but defeatism.  Resigned compliance and submissive complicity when you 

are at the bottom of the social hierarchy is to accept your own exploitation and oppression.  
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Yet, I argue that even in early childhood there were strongly ingrained dispositions of 

fatalism in my habitus: not fatalism in the traditional sense of despair and passivity, but rather 

that I had no choice. I was caught up in a family project of social mobility that had been 

decided for me before I was born.  

Bourdieu is not just an academic whose work personifies a tension between resistance 

and reproduction, there is a parallel tension between agency and structure. We socially 

ƳƻōƛƭŜΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƭƛƪŜ ƳŜ ǿƘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘƭȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴƛŦȅ ŀ άǊŀƎǎ ǘƻ ǊƛŎƘŜǎέ ǘǊŀƧŜŎǘƻǊȅΣ 

represent the agentic among the working classes, but I argue that my propulsion was a 

strange sort of agency little to do with free will and choice. I had to be socially mobile. There 

was a long-standing historical rage in my family about the way the world was and still is.  

My great grandfather went to prison in the great depression of the 1930s for punching 

and knocking-out one of the two police constables who tried to caution him for poaching a 

rabbit. He spent 9 months in Derby jail. My great grandmother was arrested for breaking the 

first newly installed plate glass window in the town my family lived in.  It belonged to an 

alderman and richest man in the town. She told the magistrate he deserved it for showing off.  

My father once walked out of his colliery in protest at the safety conditions. His mates at work 

used to joke he had gone on strike on his own.  

I strongly believe my disposition to resist, to refuse to compromise or comply are rooted 

in an historical family habitus characterised by righteous indignation and defiance, engrained 

not only in my paǊŜƴǘǎΩ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ōǳǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜΦ aȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ Ƙŀǳƴǘǎ ƳŜΣ ōǳǘ 

its effects are not ephemeral and shadowy. They are powerfully tangible.  

I have written extensively of habitus-as-history and Bourdieu asserts that:  

In each of us, in varying propƻǊǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ȅŜǎǘŜǊŘŀȅΩǎ ƳŀƴΤ ƛǘ ƛǎ 

ȅŜǎǘŜǊŘŀȅΩǎ Ƴŀƴ ǿƘƻ ƛƴŜǾƛǘŀōƭȅ ǇǊŜŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜǎ ƛƴ ǳǎΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀƳƻǳƴǘǎ ǘƻ 

little compared with the long past in the course of which we were formed. 

(Bourdieu, 2000, pp. 78ς79) 

hƴŜ ƻŦ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǎt articles is called The Dead Seize the Living. Thumping 

policemen, breaking the windows of capitalists, organising a one-man strike, are part of a 

family history of opposition to the way things are that has had a searing impact on the way I 
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am. Such actions are the outward expression of a habitus of recalcitrance.  As Skeggs (2004, 

p. 89) argues: 

We also need to be able to understand the habitus of recalcitrance, of non-

belonging, of no-caring, those who refuse to make a virtue out of necessity, the 

ΨŦϝϝϝ ƻŦŦ ŀƴŘ Ψǎƻ ǿƘŀǘΩ ƻŦ ǳǘǘŜǊŀƴŎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ŜƳǇǘƛƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘŀōƛǘǳǎΣ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

does not want to play the dominant symbolic game and accrue any value?  

That legacy of recalcitrance is sedimented in my bones, my physiology, in constant war 

with a hyper-competitive conforming self. The definition of the recalcitrant is one who has an 

obstinately uncooperative attitude towards authority or discipline, and although I far too 

often comply and compromise, there are key points when a stubborn refusal and defiance 

ǘŀƪŜǎ ƻǾŜǊ ŀƴŘ L ŦƛƴŘ ƳȅǎŜƭŦΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ άōŜǎǘ ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘέΣ ǊŜǎƛǎǘƛƴƎΦ  

Bourdieu (1990b, p. 90) argues that the subject is not the instantaneous ego of a sort of 

singular cogito, but the individual trace of an entire collective history, and I would argue that 

the traces of a collective history are evident throughout my life. Bourdieu (2007, p. 110) writes 

ƻŦ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ Ψŀ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǎŜƳƛ-ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŜŘ ǎŎƘƛȊƻǇƘǊŜƴƛŀΩ ŀƴŘ L ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ 

of us from working class backgrounds who become academics are engaged in the constant 

ΨŎƻƴŎƛƭƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǊƛŜǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜǎ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ŎƭŜŦǘ ƘŀōƛǘǳǎΦ ό.ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΣ мфффύΦ Habitus 

is fundamentally about the integration or the lack of integration of the disparate experiences 

that make up a biography (Bourdieu, 1984) but it is when there is a lack of integration that 

Bourdieu writes about the cleft habitus.  
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Figure 3: First year at University (1968) 

aȅ DǊŀƳƳŀǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƘŜŀŘǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ǘƻƭŘ ƳŜΥ ΨΨDƛǊƭǎ ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳ Řƻ ƴƻǘ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΦΩΩ {ƘŜ 

was right. I stubbornly persisted only to arrive at my Russell Group institution to find there 

ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻ ΨΨƎƛǊƭǎ ƭƛƪŜ ƳŜΦΩΩ LŦ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘ ŜȄƛǎǘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŦŀǊ ƳƻǊŜ ŀŘŜǇǘ ŀǘ ŀǎǎƛƳƛƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ {ƻŎƛŀƭ Ŏƭŀǎǎ 

is deeply inscribed on the body. My working-class habitus was evident in a range of both crude 

and subtle embodied differences. It soon became clear that I had mastered no arts of 

ŀǎǎƛƳƛƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ !ǘ ǘƘŜ ŦǊŜǎƘŜǊǎΩ ōŀƭƭ ŀ ǇǳōƭƛŎ-school boy egged on by his friends came and said: 

ΨΨIŀǾŜƴΩǘ L ǎŜŜƴ ȅƻǳ ƛƴ ²ƻƻƭǿƻǊǘƘǎΚΩΩ L ǎƳƛƭŜŘ ǳntil he went on to ask how I had managed to 

gatecrash the dance. He had thought I worked in Woolworths.  

Like my father before me, I staged two solitary protests in my first year at university. The 

first when our sociology lecturer told us coal miners keep their coal in the bath. I stood up 

ȅŜƭƭŜŘ άǊǳōōƛǎƘΗέ ǘƘŜƴ ǿŀƭƪŜŘ ƻǳǘΦ aȅ ǊŜǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ ŜƳōŀǊǊŀǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƳŜŀƴǘ L ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ Ǝƻ ōŀŎƪ ŦƻǊ 

three weeks.  
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After coming top in my first-year examinations I ended up doing a joint honours degree 

in Politics and Economics. I was both the only female and the only student from a working-

class background on the course. I was stalked by the Sociology Lecturer, a married man with 

children. When I turned to my economics tutor for help, he suggested we spend the weekend 

away in his cƻǳƴǘǊȅ ŎƻǘǘŀƎŜ ǘƻ ΨǿƻǊƪ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƻǳǘΩΦ  IŜ ǘƻƻ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ Ƴŀƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴǘ 

wife. Confronted with a field where I was seen to have little intellectual value, but rather an 

excessive physicality that was attracting unwanted attention, I resorted to a tactic that is 

common among high achieving young women with low self-esteem. Faced with a 

dehumanising objectification, I tried to lose my body.  Habitus is the social world internalized 

in the body and that social world was making me sick. I became ill, first with anorexia, then 

bulimia, and left university with a second-class degree and a strong sense of being bruised 

and battered by the whole experience. 

 

This is the reference I left university with. It refers to my appearance more than my 

intellect and focuses on personality traits. In fact, when it does mention intelligence it refers 

to it as innate! 

I have known Miss Reay for 2 and a half years, nearly one year of which as her 

tutor, and can vouch for her impeccable character and personality. She is a very 

personable and agreeable girl, always sensible and extremely well presented. She 

is a conscientious and reliable person with a strong dose of innate intelligence and 

practical ability. Furthermore, Miss Reay possesses a co-operative and sensible 

disposition, while her honesty and integrity are beyond question. 

When I read it, I felt simultaneously upset and betrayed, but I was also struck by a 

powerful sense of recognition. I did not challenge it because on one level I felt this man had 

seen the real as opposed to the fabricated me: the shop girl rather than the aspiring academic. 

So, I gave up on academia, an academic career, and trying to be middle class, and did not go 

back for twenty years.  

Bourdieu, as many feminists have pointed out (Skeggs and Adkins, 2004), is not very good 

on gender. So far, I have spoken of the recalcitrant habitus wholly in class terms, but the 

academy is a field defined by male as well as upper class power: a space where racism of 
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intelligence is compounded by the misogyny of intelligence.  But while my coal mining 

community had at least provided me with resources to challenge and fight the former, there 

were no generative dispositions to combat the latter.  I tried desperately to transform my 

body.   

 

Figure 4: Last Year at University 1970 

Although we can change our outward appearance, our classed bodily and mental 

dispositions are not so easy to refashion.  Writing about academia, Bourdieu (1990a) asserts 

that to understand the academic field is first to understand the field with which and against 

which one has been formed. However, working-class men experience a very different 

academy to working class women, one that similarly undervalues them but rarely reduces 

them to sexual objects.  

In order to deal with the social determinations and existential contingencies that 

compose the self, you first need to understand them. This has been an attempt to understand 

the impact of class on my developing subjectivity as a child and young woman through 

.ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ ƭŜƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ Ǉarticular, his concept of habitus. Bourdieu (in Bourdieu 
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and Wacquant 1992, p. 82) acknowledges the existence of everyday forms of resistance 

ŀƳƻƴƎ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΣ ōǳǘ ƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ŘƛǎƳƛǎǎŜŘ ǎǳŎƘ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŀǎ ƛƴŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ΨǎǇƻƴǘŀƴŜƛǎǘ 

ǇƻǇǳƭƛǎƳΩΦ 9ǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ Ǌesistance, Bourdieu (in Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992) argues, often 

materialises in counter-cultural expressions that only further the marginalisation of an 

already marginalised group.  My life has been a complex amalgam of painful, but also at times 

joyous, myriad adaptations, responses, reactions and resistances to the way the world is. It 

has been an almost constant struggle to make the world a different place.  

The dominated for Bourdieu (in Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992) are faced with two 

equally bad choices: cooptation or resistance-cum-further exclusion. The problem with much 

ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜΣ ǎǳōǾŜǊǎƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ΨƎƻƛƴƎ ƴƻǿƘŜǊŜΩΦ !ƭƭ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ 

resistance involve a lot of energy, but ultimately reconstitute reproduction. My resistances 

over a period of 65 years have transformed my own life but they have made no difference at 

all to the status quo.  

We cannot transcend the effects of a field by pulling ourselves up by our own bootstraps. 

There is a slim and slippery line between the resistant and the resisting habitus, and similarly 

between a resisting and a reproductive habitus.  Recalcitrance may be sedimented in your 

very bones but all the opposition and defiance you can muster is not sufficient on its own to 

change the status quo. As Robbins (2006, p. оптύ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻǳǘΣ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ǿƻǊƭŘǾƛŜǿ ǘǳǊƴǎ 

wƻǳǎǎŜŀǳΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ƛǘǎ ƘŜŀŘΥ ΨLǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ōƻǊƴ ŦǊŜŜ ōǳǘ ŀǊŜ ŜǾŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜ ƛƴ 

chains. On the contrary, we are born in chains and constantly strive to construct the functional 

fƛŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŦǊŜŜΩΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴƛŦƛŜǎ ǳǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎ ǿƘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƳƻōƛƭŜΥ 

born in chains we spend a lifetime struggling to construct the fiction that we are free. I think 

that is one of the most important lessons to be learnt from my life, drawing again on 

.ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ǿƻǊŘǎΥ ΨŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƎƛǾŜƴΥ Lǘ ƛǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ ŎƻƴǉǳŜǊ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅΩ ό.ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳ 

1990b, p. 15), and social mobility under neoliberal capitalism is never a collective act. It is 

isolating, alienating, habitus as the often-uncontrolled return of the repressed.    

As Bourdieu (in Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992, p. нпύ ǎǘŀǘŜǎΣ ΨǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀƭƛŜƴŀǘƛƴƎΣ 

ŀƴŘ ǎǳōƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƴƎΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜŎŀƭŎƛǘǊŀƴǘ Ƙŀōƛǘǳǎ Ŏŀƴ ƘŀǾŜ ōƻǘƘ ǎŜƭŦ-defeating and 

transformative consequences, as I have tried to illustrate through my own experiences. The 

ƭƛƳƛǘǎ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŀǊŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎŀƭŎƛǘǊŀƴǘ ƘŀōƛǘǳǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŦǳǎŀƭ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƛǎ ŀǘ ƛǘǎ 
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heart but, as I found out all too often, that refusal is undermined by power imbalances that 

can be challenged but rarely transcended.  

CƻǊ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇƻǿŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǎƛƭŜƴŎŜ ƳŜΦ !ŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ 

in my fifties finally afforded me a voice that might be heard. However, the desire to be 

recognised and respected, combined with a enduring sense that I was not authorised to speak 

meant that even as a Cambridge Professor I frequently felt I was not entitled to my own 

words, my own views, that they lacked legitimation and would work to accentuate the 

differences between myself and others in the academic field.  It is only after retirement, as I 

approach my seventies, that I finally feel able to begin thinking in my own words (Reay, 2017).  

There is a terrible consequence in this silencing of those of us growing up working class. It is 

no longer terrible for me, but for the people I left behind, the still-working classes. I may have 

found a voice but no one with the power and resources to effect change is listening to it.  
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Abstract 
In this paper, I address the vital civic principle that democracies cannot exist 

without informed citizens and that education itself must be about more than 
training and is essential to creating critical and engaged citizens. Such an 
understanding is imperative at a time when democracy is under siege all over the 
globe. As an example of both the rise of authoritarianism and the challenge it poses 
to higher education, I focus on not only the election and presidency of Donald 
Trump but also an emboldened culture of manufactured illiteracy that exhibits a 
disdain for any notion of education wedded to the pursuit of the truth, science, and 
the public good.  I argue that the Trump administration is engaged in not simply a 
neoliberal political project designed to consolidate wealth and power in the hands 
of the financial elite, but also is reworking of the very meaning of education both 
as an institution and as a broader cultural force. Democracy and politics itself are 
both in crisis and under siege. The central issue for this essay is what it might mean 
for educators to take seriously the notion that democracy should be a way of 
thinking about education - one that thrives on connecting equity to excellence, 
learning to ethics, and agency to the imperatives of social responsibility and the 
public good. Regarding the discourse of civic courage, social responsibility and the 
ethical imagination, I argue that civic literacy is crucial to a democracy and that 
the university must play a vital role in creating the formative cultures that make 
critically engaged citizens possible. In addition to taking up these issues, I will point 
to several recommendations that provide an alternative to some of the oppressive 
conditions now shaping institutions of higher learning, particularly in the United 
States. In doing so, I conclude with a particular emphasis on the need for educators 
to develop a new language of governance accompanied by reclaiming the 
discourse of civic courage and the ethical imagination, all of which I believe are 
central to any viable notion of transformative democratic change. 
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1. Introduction 

5ƻƴŀƭŘ ¢ǊǳƳǇΩǎ ŀǎŎŜƴŘŀƴŎȅ ƛƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ Ƙŀǎ ƳŀŘŜ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ŀ ǇƭŀƎǳŜ ƻŦ ŘŜŜǇ-seated 

civic illiteracy, a corrupt political system, and a contempt for reason that has been decades in 

the making. It also points to the withering of civic attachments, the undoing of civic culture, 

the decline of public life, and the erosion of any sense of shared citizenship.  Galvanising his 

base of true believers in post-election demonstrations, the world is witnessing how a politics 

of bigotry and hate is transformed into a spectacle of fear, division, and disinformation. Under 

President Trump, the scourge of mid-20th century authoritarianism has returned not only in 

the menacing plague of populist rallies, fear-mongering, hate, and humiliation, but also in an 

emboldened culture of war, militarization, and violence that looms over society like a rising 

storm.  

¢ƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ¢ǊǳƳǇΩǎ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ǇǊŜǎƛŘŜƴŎȅ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƳƻƳŜƴǘƻǳǎ 

developments of the age because of the enormity and the shock it has produced. The whole 

world is watching, pondering how such a dreadful event could have happened.  How have we 

arrived here? What forces have allowed education to be undermined as a democratic public 

sphere, capable of producing the formative culture and critical citizens that could have 

prevented such a catastrophe from happening in an alleged democracy?  

We get a glimpse of this failure of civic culture, education, and civic literacy in the 

willingness and success of the Trump administration to empty language of any meaning, a 

practice that constitutes a flight from historical memory, ethics, justice, and social 

responsibility.  Under such circumstances and with too little opposition, government has 

taken on the workings of a dis-imagination machine, characterised by an utter disregard for 

ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳǘƘΣ ŀƴŘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜŘΣ ŀǎ ƛƴ ¢ǊǳƳǇΩǎ ŎŀǎŜΣ ōȅ ΨǇǊƛƳƛǘƛǾŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭȅŀǊŘ ǘŀǳƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ 

ǘƘǊŜŀǘǎΩ όDƻǇƴƛƪΣ нлмтύΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ hǊǿŜƭƭΩǎ άLƎƴƻǊŀƴŎŜ ƛǎ {ǘǊŜƴƎǘƘέ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛǎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

¢ǊǳƳǇ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǿŜŀǇƻƴƛǎŜŘ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ Ǌewrite history, but also to obliterate 

it. What we are witnessing is not simply a political project but also a reworking of the very 

meaning of education both as an institution and as a cultural force.  

 Truth is now viewed as a liability and ignorance a virtue. Under the reign of this 

normalised architecture of alleged common sense, literacy is regarded with disdain, words 

are reduced to data, and science is confused with pseudo-science. All traces of critical thought 
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appear only at the margins of the culture as ignorance becomes the primary organising 

principle of American society. For instance, two thirds of the American public believe that 

creationism should be taught in schools and most Republicans in Congress do not believe that 

climate change is caused by human activity, making the U.S. the laughing stock of the world 

(Ellingboe and Koronowski, 2016). Politicians endlessly lie knowing that the public is addicted 

to exhortation, emotional outbursts, and sensationalism, all of which mimics celebrity culture. 

Image selling now entails lying on principle making it easier for politics to dissolve into 

entertainment, pathology, and a unique brand of criminality. The corruption of both the truth 

and politics is abetted by the fact that the American public has become habituated to 

overstimulation and live in an ever-accelerating overflow of information and images. 

Experience no longer has the time to crystalize into mature and informed thought. Opinion 

now trumps reason and evidence-based arguments. News has become entertainment and 

echoes reality rather than interrogating it. Popular culture revels in the spectacles of shock 

and violence (Evans and Giroux, 2016). Defunded and corporatised, many institutions of 

higher education have been all too willing to make the culture of business the business of 

education, and the transformation has corrupted their mission. As a result, many colleges and 

universities have been McDonalized as knowledge is increasingly viewed as a commodity 

resulting in curricula that resemble a fast-food menu (Beck, 2010, pp. 53-59). In addition, 

faculty are subjected increasingly to a Wal-aŀǊǘ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ Ψǘƻ ǊŜŘǳŎŜ 

ƭŀōƻǊ ώǎƛŎϐ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƭŀōƻǊ ώǎƛŎϐ ǎŜǊǾƛƭƛǘȅΩ ό/ƘƻƳǎƪȅΣ нлмрύΦ Students fare no better 

and are relegated to the status of customers and clients. On a larger scale, the educational 

force of the wider culture has transformed into a spectacle for violence, trivialised 

entertainment, and a tool for legitimating ignorance. As education becomes central to politics 

itself it removes democratic values and a compassion for the other from the ideology, policies, 

and institutions that now control American society. Other threats to higher education come 

from conservative think tanks, far-right groups, and right-wing pundits who are monitoring 

faculty syllabi, calling for universities to teach the Great Books model of humanities 

education, and urging legislators and college administrators to eliminate tenure and academic 

institutions that address major social issues such as poverty and voter registration. In some 

cases, alt-right and neo-Nazi groups are issuing death threats against faculty who speak out 

against racism and other volatile social issues. 
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  I am not talking simply about the kind of anti-intellectualism that theorists such a 

Richard Hofstadter, Ed Herman, Noam Chomsky and Susan Jacoby have documented, 

however insightful their analyses might be. I am pointing to a more lethal form of illiteracy 

that has become a scourge and a political tool designed primarily to make war on language, 

meaning, thinking, and the capacity for critical thought. Hedges (2009) is right in stating that 

ΨǘƘŜ ŜƳǇǘƛƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƎƛŦǘ ǘƻ ŘŜƳŀƎƻƎǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŀǘǳǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ 

landscape with manipulated images and ǘƘŜ ƛŘƛƻƳǎ ƻŦ Ƴŀǎǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩΦ ²ƻǊŘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƭƻǾŜΣ 

trust, freedom, responsibility, and choice have been deformed by a market logic that narrows 

their meaning to either a commercial relationship or to a reductive notion of getting ahead. 

²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƻǾŜ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘher, we love our new car. Instead of loving with courage, compassion, 

and desiring a more just society, we love a society saturated in commodities. Freedom now 

ƳŜŀƴǎ ǊŜƳƻǾƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴȅ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǎƻ ƻƴŜ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜǘǊŜŀǘ ƛƴǘƻ 

privatised orbits of self-indulgence and unbridled self-interest.  

2. Manufactured Illiteracy 

   This new form of illiteracy does not simply constitute an absence of learning, ideas, or 

ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΦ bƻǊ Ŏŀƴ ƛǘ ōŜ ǎƻƭŜƭȅ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨǎƳŀǊǘǇƘƻƴŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩ 

(Aschoff, 2015). On the contrary, it is a wilful practice and goal used to actively depoliticise 

people and make them complicit with the forces that impose misery and suffering upon their 

lives. At the same time, illiteracy bonds people, offers the pretence of a community bound by 

a wilful denial of facts and its celebration of ignorance. How else to explain the popular 

ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ƭƛƪŜ 5ƻƴŀƭŘ ¢ǊǳƳǇ ǿƘƻ ōƻƭŘƭȅ ǇǊƻŎƭŀƛƳǎΣ άI love the poorly educated!" 

(Stuart, 2016). His followers are willing to put up with his contemptuous and boisterous claim 

that science and evidence-based truths are fake news, his dismissal of journalists who hold 

power accountable as the opposition party, and his willingness to bombard the American 

public with an endless proliferation of peddled falsehoods that reveal his contempt for 

intellect, reason and truth. What are we to make of the fact that a person who holds the office 

of the presidency has praised Alex Jones publicly and thanked him for the role he played in 

his election victory? Jones is a conspiracy trafficker who runs the website Infowars and 

ōŜƭƛŜǾŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ {ŜǇǘΦ мм ǿŀǎ ŀƴ άƛƴǎƛŘŜ Ƨƻōέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǎǎŀŎǊŜ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀǘ {ŀƴŘȅ Iƻƻƪ 

was faked. Why was there no populist revolt by his supporters for his endorsement of failed 

!ƭŀōŀƳŀ {ŜƴŀǘŜ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜΣ wƻȅ aƻƻǊŜΣ ΨǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ŜƛƎƘǘ ŀƭƭŜƎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƳƻƭŜǎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 
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ŀǎǎŀǳƭǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƘƛƳΚΩ Iƻǿ ŀǊŜ ǿŜ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƭŜƴŎŜΣ 

if not endorsement by Trump supporters in the face of a right-wing press that spreads insane 

conspiracy theories. This includes the reprehensible claim that David Hogg, a student and 

journalist at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School, is a "crisis actor" rather than a witness 

to mass shooting in which 14 students and 3 staff people were killed.  Ideological extremists 

now lead the Republican Party in the United States. In fact, the face of that extremism was 

on full display recently when Arthur Jones, a Holocaust denier and former leader of the 

American Nazi Party, won the Republican nomination for the 3rd Congressional District seat 

in Illinois. The drumbeat of fascism is no longer a mere echo of the past. Illiteracy no longer 

simply marks populations immersed in poverty with little access to quality education; nor 

does it only suggest the lack of proficient skills enabling people to read and write with a 

degree of understanding and fluency. More profoundly, illiteracy is also about refusing to act 

from a position of thoughtfulness, informed judgment, and critical agency. Illiteracy has 

become a political weapon and form of political repression that works to render critical 

agency inoperable and restages power as a mode of domination. Illiteracy both serves to 

depoliticise people because it becomes difficult for individuals to develop informed 

judgments, analyse complex relationships, and draw upon a range of sources to understand 

how power works and how they might be able to shape the forces that bear down on their 

lives. Illiteracy provides the foundation for individuals to be governed, rather than a 

foundation that enables them to govern.  

This mode of illiteracy now constitutes the modus operandi of a society that both 

privatises and kills the imagination by poisoning it with falsehoods, consumer fantasies, data 

loops, and the need for instant gratification. This mode of illiteracy and education has no 

language for relating the self to public life, social responsibility, or the demands of citizenship.  

The prevalence of such manufactured illiteracy is not simply about the failure of colleges and 

universities to create critical and active citizens; it is about a society that eliminates those 

public spheres that make thinking possible while imposing a culture of fear in which there is 

the looming threat that anyone who holds power accountable will be punished (Furedi, 2006). 

Under such circumstances, the attack on education as a public good and literacy as the basis 

for producing informed citizens is less of a failing on the part of education, as many 

conservative pundits claim, than a deliberate policy to prevent critical thinking on the part of 
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both teachers and students. At stake here is not only the crisis of a democratic society, but a 

crisis of education, memory, ethics, and agency (McChesney, 2015; de Zengotita, 2006). 

 What happens to democracy when the President of the United States labels critical 

ƳŜŘƛŀ ƻǳǘƭŜǘǎ ŀǎ άŜƴŜƳƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜέ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǊƛŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŦƻǊ ǘǊǳǘƘ ōȅ ŜƴŘƭŜǎǎƭȅ 

tweeting lies and misrepresentations? What happens to democracy when individuals and 

groups are demonised based on their religion? What happens to a society when critical 

thinking and facts become objects of contempt and are disdained in favour of raw emotion 

or undermined by an appeal to what U.S. Counsellor to the President Kellyanne Conway calls 

άŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ŦŀŎǘǎέΚ ²Ƙŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ǘƻ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǊǳƭŜŘ ōȅ ŀƴ άŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇǘέ ǘƘŀǘ 

blames the poor for their condition and subjects them to a culture of shaming? What happens 

to a public that retreats into private silos and becomes indifferent to the use of language in 

the service of a panicked rage that stokes anger but not about issues that matter? What 

happens to a social order when it treats millions of illegal immigrants as disposable, potential 

terrorists, and criminals? What happens to a country when the presiding principles of a 

society are violence and ignorance? What happens is that democracy withers and dies, both 

as an ideal and as a reality. 

In the present moment, it becomes particularly urgent for educators and concerned 

citizens all over the world to protect and enlarge the formative cultures and public spheres 

that make democracy possible. The attack on the truth, honesty, and the ethical imagination, 

makes it all the more imperative for educators to think dangerously, especially in societies 

that appear increasingly amnesiac, that is, countries where forms of historical, political, and 

moral forgetting are not only wilfully practised but celebrated. All of which becomes all the 

more threatening at a time when a country such as the United States has tipped over into a 

mode of authoritarianism that views critical thought as both a liability and a threat. 

 Not only is manufactured illiteracy obvious in the presence of a celebrity culture that 

collapses the distinction between the serious and frivolous, but it is also visible in the 

proliferation of anti-intellectual discourses and policies among a range of politicians and anti-

public intellectuals who are waging a war on science, reason, and the legacy of the 

Enlightenment. How else to explain the present historical moment with its collapse of civic 

culture and the future it cancels out? What is to be made of the undermining of civic literacy 

and the conditions that produce an active citizenry at a time when massive self-enrichment 
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and a gangster morality at the highest reaches of the U.S. government undermine the public 

realm as a space of freedom, liberty, dialogue, and deliberative consensus?  

Authoritarian societies do more than censor, they punish those who engage in what might 

be called dangerous thinking. At the core of thinking dangerously is the recognition that 

education is central to politics and that a democracy cannot survive without informed citizens. 

Critical and dangerous thinking is the precondition for nurturing both the ethical imagination 

and formative culture that enable members of the public to learn how to govern rather than 

be governed. Thinking with courage is fundamental to a notion of civic literacy that views 

knowledge as central to the pursuit of economic and political justice. Such thinking 

incorporates a critical framework and set of values that enables a polity to deal critically with 

the use and effects of power, particularly through a developed sense of compassion for others 

and the planet. Thinking dangerously is the basis for a formative and critical culture that 

expands the social imagination and makes the practice of freedom operational. Thinking 

dangerously is the cornerstone of not only critical agency and engaged citizenship, but the 

foundation for a democracy that matters. 

3. The Politics of Pedagogy 

Any viable attempt at developing a democratic politics must begin to address the role of 

education and civic literacy as central to both politics and the creation of individuals capable 

of becoming critical social agents willing to struggle against injustices and fight to reclaim and 

develop those institutions crucial to the functioning and promises of a substantive 

democracy. One place to begin to think through such a project is by addressing the meaning 

and role of higher education and education in general as part of the broader struggle for and 

practice of freedom.  

Across the globe, the forces of free-market fundamentalism are using the educational 

forces of the wider culture that include diverse cultural apparatuses such as the mainstream 

media, alternative screen cultures, and the expanding digital platforms to reproduce a culture 

of privatisation, deregulation, and commercialisation. This is while waging an assault on the 

historically guaranteed social provisions and civil rights provided by the welfare state, higher 

ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǳƴƛƻƴǎΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǊŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƧǳŘƛŎƛŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ ŀƳƻƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ 

while undercutting public faith in the defining institutions of democracy.   
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¢Ƙƛǎ ƎǊƛƳ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ŀ ΨŦŀƛƭŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǘȅΩ ōȅ Honneth (2009, p. 188), characteristic of an 

increasing number of societies in which democracy is waning: a failure in the power of the 

civic imagination, political will, and open democracy. It is also part of a politics that strips the 

social of any democratic ideals and undermines any understanding of education as a public 

good and pedagogy as an empowering practice, a practice which acts directly upon the 

conditions which bear down on our lives in order to change them when necessary.  

One of the challenges facing the current generation of educators, students, and others is 

the need to address the question of what education should accomplish in a society at a 

historical moment when it is about to slip into the dark night of authoritarianism. What work 

do educators have to do to create the economic, political, and ethical conditions necessary to 

endow young people and the public with the capacities to think, question, doubt, imagine the 

unimaginable, and defend education as essential for inspiring and energising the citizens 

necessary for the existence of a robust democracy? In a world in which there is an increasing 

abandonment of egalitarian and democratic impulses, what will it take to educate young 

people and the broader polity to challenge authority and hold power accountable? This is a 

particularly important issue, especially when higher education in the United States and other 

countries is being defunded and students are being punished with huge tuition hikes and 

crippling finance debts. Moreover, as education collapses into training, students are 

subjected to right-wing policies and a pedagogy of repression pushed by politicians, right-

wing billionaires, and hedge fund managers (Saltman, 2016; Ravitch, 2014; Giroux, 2015). 

Such pedagogies are wedded to a debilitating audit culture that kills the imagination and 

imposes notions of accountability that are as sterile as they are intellectually deadening.  

 Given the crisis of education, agency, and memory that haunts the current historical 

conjuncture, educators need a new language for addressing the changing contexts and issues 

facing a world in which there is an unprecedented convergence of resources ς financial, 

cultural, political, economic, scientific, military, and technological ς increasingly used to 

exercise powerful and diverse forms of control and domination. Such a language needs to be 

self-reflective and directive without being dogmatic and needs to recognise that pedagogy is 

always political because it is connected to the acquisition of agency. That is, education is 

always a moral and political practice that not only produces knowledge but also legitimates 

particular identities, modes of identification, desires, and narratives that support particular 
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individual and social relations. In this instance, making the pedagogical more political means 

ōŜƛƴƎ ǾƛƎƛƭŀƴǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ΨǘƘŀǘ ǾŜǊȅ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ŀǊŜ 

bŜƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜŘΣ ƻǊ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘΩ όhƭǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ ²ƻǊǎƘŀƳΣ мфффύΦ Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ 

that educators need to be attentive to those practices in which critical modes of agency and 

particular identities are denied, viewed as excess or treated as disposable.  

In part, this suggests developing educational policies and practices that not only inform, 

inspire, and energize people but also challenge the growing number of anti-democratic 

practices and policies that inform the global tyranny of casino capitalism (Ness, 2015). Such a 

vision suggests resurrecting a democratic project that provides the basis for imagining a life 

beyond a social order immersed in massive inequality, endless assaults on the environment, 

and elevates war and militarisation to the highest and most sanctified national ideals.  Under 

such circumstances, education becomes more than an obsession with accountability 

schemes, audit culture, market values, and an unreflective immersion in the crude empiricism 

of a data-obsessed market-driven society. In addition, it rejects the notion that colleges and 

universities function to primarily train students for the workforce. This is a reductive vision 

now imposed on public education by high tech companies such as Facebook, Netflix, and 

Google that want to encourage what they call the entrepreneurial mission of education, 

which is code for collapsing education into market-based notions of training (Singer, 2017). 

Central here is a notion of pedagogy that should provide the conditions for students to 

recognise how to use the knowledge they gain both to critique the world in which they live 

and, when necessary, to intervene in socially responsible ways in order to change it. Critical 

pedagogy is about more than a struggle over assigned meanings, official knowledge, and 

established modes of authority:  it is also about encouraging students to take risks, act on 

their sense of social responsibility, and engage the world as an object of both critical analysis 

and hopeful transformation. In this paradigm, pedagogy cannot be reduced only to learning 

critical skills or theoretical traditions but must also be infused with the possibility of using 

interpretation as a mode of intervention, as a potentially energising practice that gets 

students to both think and act differently. 

 I think that JM Coetzee, the Nobel Prize winner, is right in criticising the current collapse 

ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴǘƻ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎΦ IŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ Ψŀll over the world, as governments retreat from 

their traditional duty to foster the common good and reconceive of themselves as mere 
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managers of national economies, universities have been coming under pressure to turn 

themselves into training schools equipping young people with the skills required by a modern 

ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΩ ό/ƻŜǘȊŜŜΣ нлмоύΦ   

Lost in this instrumentalised view is that students are not just workers but also citizens, 

and education is about more than training. Learning skills for the work place is no excuse for 

purging from education what it means to teach students how to think critically, embrace the 

common good, exercise a sense of social responsibility and support a world of values, feelings, 

and the ethical and political foundation necessary for a democratic society (Bauman and 

Donskis, 2013, p. 196).  Yes, we must educate young people with the skills they need to get 

Ƨƻōǎ ōǳǘ ŀǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎ ǿŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǘŜŀŎƘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ Ψǘƻ ƭƛǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƭŜǎǎ ƻǊ ƴƻ ƳƛǎŜǊȅ ώŀƴŘϐ 

ǘƻ ŦƛƎƘǘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŀǊΣ ŘŜǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ 

ΨƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ ǳƴƘŀǇǇƛƴŜǎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƴŜŜŘƭŜǎǎ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎΩ ό.ŀǳƳŀƴΣ нллмύΦ  

At issue here is the need for educators to recognize the power of education in creating 

the formative cultures necessary to both challenge the various threats being mobilised 

against the ideas of justice and democracy while also fighting for those public spheres, ideals, 

values, and policies that offer alternative modes of identity, thinking, social relations, and 

politics. However, embracing the dictates of making education meaningful in order to make 

it critical and transformative also means recognising that cultural apparatuses such as the 

mainstream media and Hollywood films are teaching machines and not simply sources of 

information and entertainment. Such sites should be viewed as spheres of struggle that need 

to be removed from the control of the financial elite and monopolistic corporations that use 

them as workstations for propagandising a culture of vulgarity, self-absorption, and 

commodification while eroding any sense of shared citizenship and civic culture.     

There is an urgent political need for both Canada and the United States, among other 

countries, to understand what it means for an authoritarian society to weaponise and 

trivialise the discourse, vocabularies, images, and aural means of communication in a variety 

of education and cultural sites. There is also a need to grasp that a market-driven discourse 

does not provide the intellectual, ethical, and political tools for civic education (Brenkman, 

1995).  How is such language used to relegate citizenship to the singular pursuit of unbridled 

self-ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎΣ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ ǎƘƻǇǇƛƴƎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΣ ǇƻǊǘǊŀȅ 

essential public services as reinforcing and weakening any viable sense of individual 
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responsibility, while using the vocabulary of war, militarisation, and violence to address a vast 

array of problems often faced by citizens and others.  

I do not believe it is an overstatement to argue that education can all too easily become 

a form of symbolic and intellectual violence, one that assaults rather than educates. Examples 

of such violence can be seen in the forms of an audit culture and empirically driven teaching 

that dominates higher education, especially in the United States, and also increasingly in 

other countries such as the United Kingdom, Hungary, and Turkey. These educational projects 

amount to pedagogies of repression and serve primarily to numb the mind and produce what 

might be called dead zones of the imagination. These are pedagogies that are largely 

disciplinary and have little regard for contexts, history, making knowledge meaningful, or 

expanding what it means for students to be critical and engaged agents. Of course, the 

ongoing corporatisation of the university is driven by modes of assessment that often 

undercut teacher autonomy, treat knowledge as a commodity, students as customers, and 

impose brutalising structures of governance on higher education. Under such circumstances, 

education defaults on its democratic obligations and becomes a tool of corporate interests 

and market driven values, all the while deadening the capacity to think otherwise in order to 

act otherwise.   

One of the fundamental challenges facing educators within the current age of an 

emerging authoritarianism worldwide is to create safe educational spaces for students to 

ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ΨƘƻǿ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦ-ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴΩ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ 

(Mohanty, 1989).  Education in this sense speaks to the recognition that any pedagogical 

practice presupposes some notion of the future, prioritises some forms of identification over 

others, upholds selective modes of social relations, and values some modes of knowing over 

others. Moreover, such an education does not offer guarantees as much as it recognises that 

its own visions, policies, and practices are grounded in particular modes of authority, values, 

and ethical principles that must be constantly debated for the ways in which they both open 

up and close down democratic relations.  

The notion of a neutral, objective education is an oxymoron. Education and pedagogy do 

not exist outside of ideology, values, and politics.  Ethics on the pedagogical front demands 

an openness to the other, a willingness to embrace a culture of questioning, dialogue, and an 

ongoing critical engagement with texts, images, events, and other registers of meaning as 
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they are transformed into pedagogical practices both within and outside of the classroom. 

Education is never innocent because it is always implicated in relations of power and specific 

visions of the present and future. This suggests the need for educators to rethink the cultural 

and ideological baggage they bring to each educational encounter. It also highlights the 

necessity of making educators ethically and politically accountable and self-reflective for the 

stories they produce, the claims they make upon public memory, and the images of the future 

they deem legitimate. Understood as a form of educated hope, education in this sense is not 

an antidote to politics, a nostalgic yeaǊƴƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƛƳŜΣ ƻǊ ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ ΨƛƴŎƻƴŎŜƛǾŀōƭȅ 

ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΩΦ  LƴǎǘŜŀŘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀƴ ΨŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ŀ ōǊƛŘƎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ 

ƛƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳ ƛǘΩ ό9ŀƎƭŜǘƻƴΣ нлллύΦ 

When viewed as an important democratic public sphere, education can provide opportunities 

for educators, students, and others to redefine and transform the connections among 

language, desire, meaning, everyday life, and the material relations of power as part of a 

broader social movement to reclaim the promise and possibilities of an open society. 

In an age when authoritarianism is spreading across the globe, it should come as no 

surprise that many governments consider any notion of critical education dangerous because 

it creates the conditions for students and the wider public to exercise their intellectual 

capacities, cultivate the ethical imagination, hold power accountable, and embrace a sense 

of social responsibility.  

 One of the most serious challenges facing administrators, faculty, and students in 

colleges and universities is the task of developing a discourse of both critique and possibility. 

This means developing discourses and pedagogical practices that connect reading the word 

with reading the world and doing so in ways that enhance the capacities of young people to 

translate their hidden despair and private grievances into public transcripts. At best such 

transcripts can be transformed ƛƴǘƻ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘƛǎǎŜƴǘ ƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ψŀ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ 

ƻŦ άǊǳǇǘǳǊŜέΩ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŀ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ ƛƳǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ 

tyranny and authoritarianism (Falk, 2011). In taking up this project, educators and others 

should attempt to create the conditions that give students the opportunity to acquire the 

knowledge and courage necessary to make desolation and cynicism unconvincing and hope 

practical.  
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Democracy begins to fail, and political life becomes impoverished in the absence of those 

vital public spheres such as public and higher education in which civic values, public 

scholarship, and social engagement allow for a more imaginative grasp of a future that takes 

seriously the demands of justice, equity, and civic courage. Democracy should be a way of 

thinking about education, one that thrives on connecting equity to excellence, learning to 

ethics, and agency to the imperatives of social responsibility and the public good. The 

question regarding what role education should play in democracy becomes even more urgent 

at a time when the dark forces of authoritarianism are on the march across the globe. As 

public values, trust, solidarities, and modes of education are under siege, the discourses of 

hate, racism, rabid self-interest, and greed are exercising a poisonous influence in many 

societies and is most evident in the discourse Donald Trump and his merry band of anti-

intellectuals and white nationalists. Civic illiteracy collapses the distinction between opinion 

and informed arguments, erases collective memory, and becomes complicit with the growing 

criminalisation of a range of behaviours and the increasing militarisation of places such as 

public schools and society itself.  

Yet, there are signs of hope. For instance, young people in the United States are 

protesting around a number of crucial issues. University students are organising against the 

massive increase in student debt. In Parkland, Florida, high school students are mobilising 

against gun violence. Throughout the United States, young environmentalists are aggressively 

struggling against corporate polluters. Students joined with teachers to wage a successful 

strike in West Virginia. In short, in the age of financial and political zombies, finance capitalism 

has lost its ability to legitimate itself in a warped discourse of freedom and choice. Its 

poisonous tentacles have put millions out of work, turned many Black communities into war 

zones, destroyed public education, undermined the democratic mission of higher education, 

flagrantly pursued war as the greatest of national ideals, and turned the prison system into a 

default welfare institution for punishing minorities of race and class. It has also produced 

massive inequities in wealth, income, and power, pillaged the environment, and blatantly 

imposed a new mode of racism under the silly notion of a post-racial society.  
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4. Reviving the Social Imagination 

I want to conclude by raising the question of how as educators we can begin a meaningful 

conversation about how to redefine and reclaim the mission of colleges and universities as 

democratic public spheres. In doing so, I want to address in general terms the importance of 

what I have called the need for a new language of governance accompanied by reclaiming of 

the discourse of civic courage and the ethical imagination, all of which I believe are central to 

any viable notion of change that I am suggesting.  

Regarding the politics of governance, I have argued both explicitly and implicitly that 

educators, students, and others concerned about the fate of higher education need to mount 

a spirited attack against the managerial takeover of the university that began in the late 1970s 

with the emergence of a market fundamentalism called neoliberalism, which is an economic 

system that argues that market principles should govern not just the economy but all of social 

life including education. This is an ideology that has produced cruel austerity policies, 

defunded public goods, and created what amounts to a culture of cruelty. Central to such a 

recognition is the need to struggle against a university system developed around the 

reduction in faculty power, the replacement of a culture of cooperation and collegiality with 

a shark-like culture of competition, the rise of an audit culture that has produced a very 

limited notion of accountability and evaluation, and the narrow and harmful view that  

ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜǎ ΨǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŦƛǊƳǎ ǘƘŀƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ƻƴǳǎ ƻƴ 

ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ όIƛƭƭΣ нлмсΣ p. 13).  In addition, any movement for reforming colleges and 

universities must both speak out against modes of governance that have reduced faculty to 

the status of part time employees and join the fight to take back the governing of the 

university from the new class of managers and bureaucrats that now outnumber faculty, at 

least in the United States but less so in Canada.    

Regarding the discourse of civic courage and the ethical imagination, I have argued that 

informed citizens are crucial to a democracy and that the university must play a vital role in 

creating the formative cultures that make such citizens possible. In part, this would mean 

creating intellectual spaces free of coercion and censorship and open to multiple sources of 

knowledge in the pursuit of truth, the development of critical pedagogies that inform, 

energise, inspire, empower and promote critical exchanges and dialogue. These should be 

spaces in which education ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ ΨŘƛǎǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎΣ ƻƴ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŦƭƻǳǊƛǎƘƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ 
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ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦǳƭŦƛƭƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭΩ όbƛȄƻƴΣ нлмрύΦ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ Ŏritical sense 

aims to overcome the moral blindness and undermining of the social and ethical imagination 

that accompanies those deadening repressive pedagogies rooted in utterly instrumental 

approaches to teaching and learning.  These are educational zones that accelerate the 

deadening of the mind, reduce social responsibility, and diminish the ability to imagine a 

future different from the present. 

There is also the need for providing faculty not only with time and resources necessary 

for critical teaching and meaningful scholarship but also full-time employment and 

protections for faculty while viewing knowledge as a public asset and the university as a public 

good. With these issues in mind, let me conclude by pointing to a few initiatives, though 

incomplete, that might mount a challenge to the current oppressive historical moment in 

which many societies and their respective colleges and universities now find themselves 

(Aronowitz, 2014).  

First, there is a need for what can be called a revival of the social imagination and the 

ŘŜŦŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƎƻƻŘ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƭŀƛƳ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŜƎŀƭƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ŀƴŘ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ 

ƛƳǇǳƭǎŜǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ŏŀƭƭ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ Ψto reinvent democracy in the wake of the 

evidence that, at the national level, there is no democracyτƛŦ ōȅ ΨŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΩ ǿŜ ƳŜŀƴ 

ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩ ό!ǊŀƴƻǿƛǘȊΣ 

2014). One step in this direction would be for young people, intellectuals, scholars and others 

to go on the offensive aƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŀ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜ ƭŜŘ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴ Ψǘƻ ŜƴŘ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ 

ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛȊƛƴƎ ώǎƛŎϐ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩ όbƛŎƘƻƭΣ нллуύΦ IƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ 

harnessed to the demands of the warfare state nor the instrumental needs of corporations.  

Clearly, in any democratic society, education should be viewed as a right, not an entitlement. 

Educators need to produce a national conversation in which higher education is defended as 

a public good and the classroom as a site of deliberative inquiry, dialogue, and critical thinking, 

a site that makes a claim on the radical imagination and a sense of civic courage. At the same 

time, the discourse on defining higher education as a democratic public sphere might 

hopefully provide the platform for moving onto the larger issue of developing a social 

movement in defence of public goods.  

Second, I believe that educators need to consider defining pedagogy, if not education 

itself, as central to producing those democratic public spheres capable of creating an 
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informed citizenry. Pedagogically, this points to modes of teaching and learning willing to 

sustain a culture of questioning and enable pedagogical practices through what Kristen Case 

calls moments of classroom grace (Case, 2014). Pedagogies of classroom grace point to the 

conditions for students and others to interrogate common-sense understandings of the 

world, and begin to question, however troubling, their sense of agency, relationship to others, 

and their relationships to the larger world. This is linked to broader pedagogical imperatives 

that ask why we have wars, massive inequality, a surveillance state, and a range of other 

problems. There is also the issue of how everything has become commodified, along with the 

withering of a politics of translation that prevents the collapse of the public into the private.  

 These are not merely methodical considerations but also moral and political practices 

because they presuppose the creation of students who can imagine a future in which justice, 

equality, freedom, and democracy matter. In this instance, the classroom should be a space 

of grace - a place to think critically, ask troubling questions, and take risks, even though that 

may mean transgressing established norms and bureaucratic procedures. Such pedagogical 

practices are rich with possibilities not only for understanding the classroom as a space that 

ruptures, engages, unsettles, and inspires, but also extends the meaning of learning into wider 

cultural apparatuses in which education functions often by stealth to shape subjects, 

identities, and social relations, often so as to mimic the values of a market-driven society. 

  Education as democratic public space cannot exist under modes of governance 

dominated by a business model in which only corporate CEOs are hired as university 

presidents; it undermines its democratic mission of the university when tenure-line faculty 

are filled with contract labour, students are treated as customers and learning is increasingly 

defined in instrumental terms removed from community needs. In the U.S. over 70 percent 

of faculty occupy non-tenured and part-time positions, many without benefits and salaries so 

low that they qualify for food stamps. It gets worse. In some parts of the United States, 

adjunct faculty are now hired through temp agencies. Faculty need more security, full-time 

positions, autonomy, and the support needed to function as professionals. While not all 

countries emulate this model of faculty servility, it is part of a neoliberal legacy that has 

increasingly gained traction across the globe.    

 Third, educators need to develop a comprehensive educational programme that 

would include teaching students how to live in a world marked by multiple overlapping modes 
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of literacy extending from print to visual culture and electronic cultures. It is not enough to 

teach students to be able to interrogate critically screen culture and other forms of aural, 

video, and visual forms of representation. They must also learn how to be cultural producers.   

This suggests expanding the parameters of literacy and educating students to develop 

skills necessary for them to both produce and work in alternative public spheres such as online 

journals, television shows, newspapers, zines, and any other platform in which different 

modes of representation can be developed.  

Such tasks can be accomplished by mobilizing the technological resources and platforms 

that many students are already familiar with. It also means working with one foot in existing 

cultural apparatuses to promote unorthodox ideas and views that would challenge the 

affective and ideological spaces produced by the financial elite who control the commanding 

institutions of public pedagogy in North America. As I mentioned earlier, what is often lost by 

many educators and progressives is that popular culture is a powerful form of education for 

many young people and yet it is rarely addressed as a serious source of knowledge. As Stanley 

!ǊƻƴƻǿƛǘȊ Ƙŀǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘΣ ΨǘƘŜƻǊƛǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƭƛƴƪ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ 

culture, and culture in the anthropological senseτthat is, everyday life, with the politics of 

ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ό!ǊƻƴƻǿƛǘȊΣ нллуΣ p. 50).  

Fourth, academics, students, community activists, young people, and parents must 

engage in an ongoing struggle for the right of students to be given a free formidable and 

critical education not dominated by corporate values. This means young people should have 

more influence in the shaping of their education and what it means to expand and deepen 

the practice of freedom and democracy. Put simply, educators need to be attentive to their 

histories, needs, aspirations, and hopes. At the very least, if higher education is to be taken 

seriously as a public good, it should be tuition free, at least for the poor, and affordable for 

the affluent. This is not a radical demand and is not unprecedented as countries such as 

Germany, France, Norway, Finland, and Brazil already provide this service for young people.  

Accessibility to higher education is especially crucial at a time when young people have 

been left out of the discourse of democracy. They are the new disposable populations who 

lack jobs, a decent education, hope, and any semblance of a future better than the one their 

ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŜŘΦ CŀŎƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ wƛŎƘŀǊŘ {ŜƴƴŜǘǘ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ǘƘŜ άǎǇŜŎǘǊŜ ƻŦ ǳǎŜƭŜǎǎƴŜǎǎέΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀ 
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reminder of how finance capital has abandoned any viable vision of the future, including one 

that would support future generations. This is a mode of politics and capital that eats its own 

children and throws their fate to the vagaries of the market. The ecology of finance capital 

only believes in short term investments because they provide quick returns. Under such 

circumstances, young people who need long term investments are considered a liability. If 

any society is in part judged by how it views and treats its children, the United States by all 

accounts is truly failing in a colossal way. This is not a script to be repeated in Canada.  

Moreover, if young people are to receive a critical and comprehensive education, 

academics might consider taking on the role of public intellectuals, capable of the critical 

appropriation of a variety of intellectual traditions while relating their scholarship to wider 

social problems. This raises questions about the responsibility of faculty to function as 

intellectuals relating their specialised knowledge to wider social issues, thinking hard about 

ΨƘƻǿ ōŜǎǘ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǿƻǊƪǎ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ǘƛƳŜΩ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 

the interest of economic and social justice (Robbins, 2016). 

Fifth, in a world driven by data, specialisms, and the increasing fragmentation of 

knowledge, educators need to enable students to develop a comprehensive vision of society 

ǘƘŀǘ ΨŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜƭȅ ƻƴ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΩ ό!ǊƻƴƻǿƛǘȊΣ нллуΣ p. 50).  It is only through an 

understanding of the wider relations and connections of power that young people and others 

can overcome uninformed practice, isolated struggles, and modes of singular politics that 

become insular and self-sabotaging.  In short, moving beyond a single-issue orientation means 

developing modes of analyses that connect the dots historically and relationally. It also means 

developing a more comprehensive vision of politics and change.  

Sixth, another serious challenge facing educators who believe that colleges and 

universities should function as democratic public spheres is the task of developing a discourse 

of educated hope. Informed and educated hope goes beyond critique, extending it into the 

realm of the possible. Critique is important for breaking through the hold of common-sense 

assumptions that legitimate a wide range of injustices. It is also crucial for making visible the 

workings of unequal power and the necessity of holding authority accountable. However, 

critique is not enough and lacking a discourse of hope can lead to a paralysing sense of despair 

or, even worse, a crippling cynicism. Hope speaks to imagining a life beyond commodities, 

profits, and branding, combining a realistic sense of limits with a lofty vision of demanding 
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the impossible. Reason, justice, and change cannot blossom without hope because educated 

hope taps into our deepest experiences and longing for a life of dignity with others, a life in 

which it becomes possible to imagine a future that does not mimic the present. I am not 

referring to a romanticised and empty notion of hope, but to a notion of informed and realistic 

hope that faces the concrete obstacles and realities of domination but continues the ongoing 

ǘŀǎƪ ƻŦ ΨƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƻǇŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǳǎ ǳƴŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘΩ ό.ŜƴƧŀƳƛƴΣ мффтΣ p. 10).  

  The discourse of possibility not only looks for productive solutions, it also is crucial in 

defending those public spheres in which civic values, public scholarship, and social 

engagement allow for a more imaginative grasp of a future that takes seriously the demands 

of justice, equity, and civic courage. Democracy should encourage, even require, a way of 

thinking critically about education, one that connects equity to excellence, learning to ethics, 

and agency to the imperatives of social responsibility and the public good. Authoritarianism 

has created in many societies a predatory class of unethical zombies who are producing dead 

zones of the imagination that even Orwell could not have envisioned, while waging a fierce 

fight against the possibilities of a democratic future. One only has to look at the U.S. Turkey, 

the Philippines, and Hungary, to realise that the time has come to develop a political language. 

This is one in which civic values, social responsibility, and the institutions that support them 

become central to invigorating and fortifying a new era of civic imagination, a renewed sense 

of social agency, and an impassioned international social movement with a vision, 

organisation, and set of strategies to challenge the neoliberal nightmare engulfing the planet.  

The dark shadow of authoritarianism may be spreading, but it can be stopped. That prospect 

raises serious questions about what educators, youth, intellectuals, and others are going to 

do today to make sure that they do not succumb to the authoritarian forces circling so many 

countries across the globe, waiting for the resistance to stop and for the lights to go out. My 

ŦǊƛŜƴŘΣ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ IƻǿŀǊŘ ½ƛƴƴ ǊƛƎƘǘƭȅ ƛƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘƻǇŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƴŜǎǎ άǘƻ ƘƻƭŘ ƻǳǘΣ ŜǾŜƴ ƛƴ 

times of pessimism, the Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜΦέ  ¢ƻ ŀŘŘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŜƭƻǉǳŜƴǘ ǇƭŜŀΣ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ 

history is open, and it is time to think otherwise in order to act otherwise, especially if as 

educators we want to imagine and fight for alternative futures and horizons of possibility. 
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Abstract 
¢Ƙƛǎ ǇŀǇŜǊ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ƻƴ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ aŀǎǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ 9ŘǳŎŀtion project in which 

Classics as an after-school curriculum enhancement programme was offered to Year 9 

pupils (aged 13-14) in a maintained school in Salford. The programme also incorporated 

excursions to supplement the extracurricular lessons delivered by the researcher (a 

qualified English and Classics teacher) whilst working as a teacher of English at the 

secondary school. Qualitative and quantitative data from a questionnaire (n=14), a focus 

group (n=5) and observations are presented here as a case study into the perceived impact 

of this curriculum enhancement programme on the participants, half of whom were 

ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀǎ ΨŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜŘΩΦ 

 

1. Background and aims 

1.1 Policy context 

Since the introduction of the National Curriculum in the 1988 Education Reform Act made 

it too difficult for many maintained schools to justify Classics (the study of Ancient Greek and 

Roman civilisations) on the more limited timetable of subjects to be taught (Forrest, 1996, p. 

44), it became typical for only academically selective schools to offer the subject. Classics as 
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a school discipline, therefore, became typically associated with elite educational institutions 

such as grammar and fee-paying schools (Hall, 2015).  

At the time this research was conducted (2015), the Department for Work and Pensions 

ƘŀŘ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ψŀƭƭ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ς 

irrespective of their background ς ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭΩ 

(DWP, 2015, p. 1). However, EngƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ Ŏƻƴǎƛǎǘǎ ƻŦ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƪƛƴŘǎ 

of school (maintained, academy, free, grammar, fee-paying), meaning that children start their 

educational journey on unequal grounds. As wŜŀȅ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻǳǘΣ ǘƘŜ ƘȅǇƻŎǊƛǎȅ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ 

policy status quo is one that valorizes choice whilst recognizing that choices come with 

ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ǾŜǊȅ ǳƴŜǉǳŀƭƭȅ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘΩ όнлмнΣ p. 2). More recent research in 

grammar schools found that children need access to the educational opportunities (Sardoc 

and Mason, 2016) and resources (Peterson, 2017) that many children from poorer 

backgrounds do not get. This explains why only 2.4% of grammar school places are assigned 

to those eligible for free school meals (Andrews et al., 2016), used as a proxy for socio-

economic disadvantage. 

Young people able (or enabled) to attend these prestigious schools, if available in their 

geographical vicinity, are offered more curricular opportunities (such as the opportunity to 

study Classics) and have more educational opportunities beyond the classroom, that put them 

ŀǘ ŀƴ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ό/ƻŎƘǊŀƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлммύΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǇǊŜŎƛǎŜƭȅ ǘƘŜǎŜ ΨƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

were offered as part of this project, specifically the opportunity for Year 9 (aged 13-14) pupils 

in a non-selective maintained school to study Classics during an after-school class and go on 

excursions.  

1.2 Background 

My own attendance at a non-selective maintained secondary school that did not offer 

Classics meant that I only discovered it as a discipline at sixth-form college. I was then inspired 

to take English and Classical Literature at a Russell Group university, followed by a teaching 

diploma in English and Classical studies (as it is known in Scotland), again at a university in the 

Russell Group.  Although I qualified as a teacher of both English and Classics, the two 

maintained schools I taught at did not offer Classics, so I was unable to teach the subject that 

inspired me so much.  
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I did however offer an after-school curriculum enhancement programme of Classics, 

ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ ǘŀǊƎŜǘŜŘ ŀǘ ǇǳǇƛƭǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀǎ ΨƳƻǊŜ ŀōƭŜΩ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ 

attainment. Encouraged to be a more reflective practitioner during my Masters of Education 

(MEd), however, I began to see how ΨǘƘƛǎ Ƴŀȅ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘereotype of Classics as a 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ Ŝƭƛǘƛǎǘ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘΩ όDƛōōǎΣ нллоΣ p. 38), which Wilkinson (2003) blames on Classics 

teachers themselves. With the National Curriculum already ΨƴŀǊǊƻǿ ŀƴŘ ŜƭƛǘƛǎǘΩ όDƛƭƭōƻǊƴΣ 

2001, p. 110) further privileging those marked ƻǳǘ ŀǎ ΨƎƛŦǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƭŜƴǘŜŘΩ όŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ 

ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘύ ŀŘŘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ΨǊŀǘƛƻƴŜŘΩΦ {ƻ ŀǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ŘŜŜǇŜƴ ǘƘŜ 

stereotyping of Classics as elitist, the revised curriculum enhancement project reported in this 

paper was open to all Year 9 students. 

1.3 Aims of the research 

As part of the practitioner research that formed the MEd dissertation, I generated some 

insights into the potential of offering Classics as a curriculum enhancement programme 

taught after school and off-site. Although the after-school class, branded CLASSics CLASS, was 

offered to all Year 9 pupils, the research focused upon young people experiencing some form 

ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŀǘǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ ΨŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜŘΩ 

is a government priority (DfE, March 2013) and had a personal relevance for me as someone 

from an economically disadvantaged background, as identified by eligibility for free school 

meals.  

¢ƘŜ ƭŀōŜƭ ŦƻǊ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƴƻǿ ƛǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨtǳǇƛƭ tǊŜƳƛǳƳΩ ƻǊ ǊŜferred to by 

the (rather loaded) term Ψ5ŜǇǊƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ tǳǇƛƭ tǊŜƳƛǳƳΩ ό9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ CǳƴŘƛƴƎ !ƎŜƴŎȅΣ aŀǊŎƘ 

2015). The Pupil Premium Indicator (PPI) has its limitations; children may be in receipt of Pupil 

Premium for reasons other than economic deprivation, for example if they have spent some 

time in care, and identification often requires parents to apply for financial aid in the form of 

ŦǊŜŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƳŜŀƭǎΦ IŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǳƴƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎƛƴƎ ΨŘŜǇǊƛǾŀǘƛƻƴΩ ŀǎ 

defined by the Department for Education (DfE, December 2013). 

The project delivered in the final term of 2015, aimed to have a positive impact upon a 

group of Year 9 students in two ways. Firstly, via curriculum enhancement in the form of a 

CLASSics CLASS delivered after school using my own expertise as a qualified teacher as well 

as visits from a Classics PhD student at the University of Manchester and a Greek actor at the 

University of Salford who had recently played the Ancient Greek poet, Sappho in a play. 
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Secondly, through excursions to educational establishments: Manchester museum, 

Manchester Art Gallery and the University of Cambridge, including their Cast Gallery and 

Fitzwilliam Museum.  

2. Cultural capital 

¢ƘŜ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳǎƛŀƴ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΩ ǿŀǎ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ not 

without its flaws, as Hannon et al. (2017) also identify in their study of a similar project. They 

acknowledge that valuing the mores of the dominant class at the expense of the those of 

ƭƻǿŜǊ ΨǎƻŎƛƻ-ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΩ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘ όp. 1227) could reinforce inequality. A similar 

ǎŜƴǘƛƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ōȅ Dƛŀƴƴŀƪŀƪƛ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ όнлмуύ ǿƘƻ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜƎŜƳƻƴȅ ƻŦ ΨƘƛƎƘ 

ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊŀƎŜǎ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ Ψƭƻǿ-ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎΩ όp. 194) from embracing their 

own cultures. This is a rather stereotypical view of the interests of disadvantaged children 

which the curriculum enhancement programme, CLASSics CLASS challenges.  

Rather than starting with the notion that children from disadvantaged backgrounds begin 

ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ΨŘŜŦƛŎƛǘΩ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǎƻƳŜƘƻǿ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ŧŀǳƭǘ ŀƴŘ not the societal reproduction of inequalities 

(as Hannon et al. (2017) warn) this project merely offered cultural opportunities which 

participants would not have ordinarily due to the inequalities of the school system. It is 

acknowledged that more affluent children enjoy economic as well as cultural advantages 

(Sullivan, 2002) and simply offering a course usually taught in privileged educational arenas 

will not correct this imbalance. Giannakaki et al. (2018, p. 197) go further, theorising that it 

could actǳŀƭƭȅ ǇǊƻǾŜ ŘŀƳŀƎƛƴƎ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ΨΨƘŀǾŜ-ƴƻǘǎΩ ŀǊŜ ŜȄǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ŜƴƧƻȅŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘƻǎŜ 

possessing legitimate culture/power, they will aspire to become like them, reinforcing the 

ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ǊŜƎƛƳŜ ǿŜƛƎƘǘŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜƳΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛpants are led to 

believe that possessing the cultural capital gained as part of the course would be an automatic 

means of upward social mobility. It was not the intention to perpetuate the misconception 

that the education system is so meritocratic, as Sullivan (2002) warns could be the case with 

interventions aimed at enhancing cultural capital.  

The intention was not to claim that this curriculum enhancement programme would act 

ŀǎ ŀ ǇŀƴŀŎŜŀ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΤ ǊŀǘƘŜǊΣ ƛǘ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ 

ǿƘƛŎƘ {ǳƭƭƛǾŀƴΩǎ όнллнύ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ŜƳǇƛǊƛŎŀƭ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ Ƙŀǎ ǎƘƻǿƴ ǘƻ ōŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜƻǳǎΦ 
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The benefits of Classics as cultural capital and the different contexts in which this extra-

curricular programme was taught are now outlined.    

 

2.1 The Benefits of Classics  

/ƭŀǎǎƛŎǎ ΨǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǊŜǘ ƎŀǊŘŜƴέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳΩ όDŀȅΣ нллоΣ p. 21), 

implying that the subject was considered exclusive in the past, but various initiatives have 

ƛƴǎǘƛƎŀǘŜŘ ŀ ΨŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ǘǳǊƴΩ όtŀǳƭΣ нлмо, p. 143). The Cambridge Online Latin Project, for 

example, was deemed successful (Department for Education and Employment, 2001) in 

providing material to teach Latin in non-selective schools. Gay (2003) focuses upon why some 

primary schools have adopted the Latin Minimus project and concludes that the course has 

ƛƴǘǊƛƴǎƛŎ ǾŀƭǳŜΥ ƛǘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǿƻǊƪΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭΣ 

ƳƻǊŀƭΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭΩ ό{a{/ύ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘ ŀǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŜŘ ōȅ hŦŦƛŎŜ ŦƻǊ 

Standards in Education (Ofsted 2004), which was also noted by Shannon (2003). However, he 

also found that the inclusion of Classics in the state sector was thought to raise the status of 

schools (Gay, 2003), therefore perpetuating the elitism of the subject.  

Other initiatives have redressed the perception of Classics as elite by highlighting that it 

Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛǾŜΦ tŀǳƭ όнлмоύ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ [ŀǘƛƴ /ƻǳǊǎŜ ό/[/ύ ΨƻŦŦŜǊǎ ŀ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ 

ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƳŜƴǘΩ όtŀǳƭΣ нлмоΣ p. 148) and The Cambridge School Classics Project (CSCP), also, 

ŀƛƳǎ Ψǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΣ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

ŀƎŜΣ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ό²ƛƭƪƛƴǎƻƴΣ нллоΣ p. 113).  Classics is identified by Hubbard (2003, 

p. роύ ŀǎΣ ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ƳƻǊŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜΣ Ψƴƻǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜct is easier but because the thought, 

forms and structure of the ancient world, being early precursors of our own, embody them in 

ǘƘŜƛǊ Ƴƻǎǘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ŦƻǊƳΩΦ /ƭŀǎǎƛŎǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ 

enhancement programme is therefore justified.  In those schools where Classics is offered, 

Shannon (2003) found that extra-curricular activities and visits to museums made some 

Classics departments more successful and provided examples from a fee-paying school and a 

comprehensive school. The potential benefits of excursions more generally is now outlined.   

2.2 The benefits of excursions   

A review of studies into field trips highlights that opportunities for such trips has 

decreased (DeWitt and Storksdieck, 2008) despite having some academic benefits as well as 
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affective impact, if well designed. Features of successful trips according to DeWitt and 

{ǘƻǊƪǎŘƛŜŎƪΩǎ όнллуύ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎΥ  

a) structural (teacher input and planned activities before during and after the visit)  

b) socio-cultural (the novelty of the destination and social interactions whilst there). 

  

Taking heed of this advice, my excursions were structured, with focused tasks planned 

that did not inhibit freedom to explore the two museums and galleries. The visit to 

Manchester Art Gallery took the form of a treasure hunt whereby students had to work in 

groups to find the answers to questions about mythology located in the paintings or their 

descriptions. At Manchester Museum, iPads were made available so the students, again 

working in groups, could photograph material they thought answered questions assigned to 

them by museum staff.  

The trip to the University of Cambridge was especially justified by its unique nature that 

could not have been replicated in the classroom or any local context. The artefacts of the 

Fitzwilliam Museum allowed students to see examples of what they had learned about during 

classes and the Cast Gallery provided an idea of the scale of the statues that they had only 

previously seen in pictures. The social interactions advised in the literature were particularly 

noticeable at the University of Cambridge. The young people were given a tour of 

accommodation by a current student, who encouraged them by telling them how she was the 

first in her farming family to go to university. They also enjoyed lunch at Selwyn College with 

two recent Classics graduates who told them about the collegiate system of the university 

and regaled them with tales of dinners in academic dress etc.  

 

3. Methodology  

Fichtman Dana and Yendol-Silva (2003), who study the classroom research of a reflective 

practitioner, asserted that it was the: 

ƧǳȄǘŀǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦΧŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ Řŀǘŀ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ ǊŜŦƭŜȄƛƻƴǎ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜƳΣ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ 

as the understandings generated by each in isolation, that helped to free up her 

thinking and gain new perspectives upon her particular area of concern (p. 248)  
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Similarly, my practitioner research uses a multi-ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΣ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ΨǘƘŜ 

teacher-as-ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΩ ōȅ /ƻƘŜƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ όнллнύΦ vǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ Řŀǘŀ ǿŀǎ gathered via a 

focus group, observations and a survey of open-ended questions, although answers to these 

were then quantified according to the socio-economic background of the respondents, as 

identified by the PPI. Other quantitative data on programme attendance was also helpful in 

interpreting the impact of the curriculum enhancement project.  

3.1 Methods  

It was thought that a focus group would be the best way to capture the all-important 

ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ όtǳƴŎƘ ŀƴŘ hŀƴŎŜŀΣ нлмпύΦ ¢ƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ŦƻŎǳǎ ǿŀǎ ǿhether they thought 

participation in the programme had changed their opinion on anything, with a particular 

ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ΨǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŎŀǊŜŜǊǎΩ ǇǊƻƳǇǘŜŘ ŀǎ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ ƘƻǇŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄǇƻǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

participants to some of the opportunities enjoyed in elite schooling would raise their career 

ŀǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ L ƴƻǿ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ψƛǘ ƛǎ ƻǇǘƛƳƛǎǘƛŎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ŀƭƻƴŜ 

Ŏŀƴ ƻǾŜǊŎƻƳŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩ όtƻƭƭŀǊŘΣ нлмпΣ p. 481), it was a starting point 

for the research. 

 TŀƪƛƴƎ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ²ŀǘǎƻƴΩǎ όнлмнύΣ Learning to Liberate, in which the education of 

the disadvantaged in community-based organisations in the United States was studied, a 

ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜ Ψǘƻ ǇǊƻōŜ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƻǊ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŧind it 

ōŜƴŜŦƛŎƛŀƭΩ όp. 181) was also issued. This anonymous paper questionnaire also served to 

uncover perceptions that the participants may feel uncomfortable sharing as a group.  The 

survey consisted of open-ŜƴŘŜŘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ΨƎƛǾƛƴƎ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ǿŜƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩ 

in line with The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989 (Pollard (2014, p. 

481). Although the questionnaire was completed anonymously, I was careful to keep those 

completed by PP students separate to see if there was any difference for these individuals 

ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ŘŜŜƳŜŘ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭƭȅ ΨŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜŘΩΦ  

 As a teacher at the school, I had the additional method of observation at my disposal 

(Tillema et al., 2008), which is a standard practice that pupils are aware of. These reflections, 

as a teacher-researcher, were recorded in a journal and the participants and their guardians 

were aware of the use of these written observation notes. The additional method of 

observation offered another layer of insight into the impact that the curriculum enhancement 

programme had on participants that maybe even they were not aware of, thus would not 
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appear in the questionnaire or focus group.  These observation notes supplemented the 

information gathered in the focus group and questionnaire, allowing for the multiple views of 

ΨǊŜŀƭƛǘȅΩ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ŦŀǾƻǳǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘƛǾŜ ȊƻƴŜϥ ό¢ƛƭƭŜƳŀΣ нллуύΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

Ƴŀƛƴƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǾƻƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ ŦƛǾŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ΨŎŀǎŜ ǇǳǇƛƭǎΩ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƎǊƻǳǇΣ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ 

ƳŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ΨǇƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǎΩ (Watson, 2012) of these individuals.  

3.2. Ethical considerations  

In accordance with the ethical guidelines published by the British Educational Research 

Association (BERA) in 2011 (as this was the most up-to-date version at the time) approval for 

pupils to participate in the research was sought from guardians as well as the young people 

themselves. The consent and assent forms were approved by the ethics committee at the 

University of Glasgow, the awarding institution of this MEd. As required by the ethics 

committee, a plain language statement detailing the use of survey, focus group and 

observation was also provided. This document explained the purpose of the research, 

emphasising the right to withdraw without consequence. Parents and participants were also 

ŀǎǎǳǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ΨƘŀǊƳΩ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƻŎŎǳǊ ŦǊƻƳ ƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ ƭŜǎǎƻƴǎ ǘƻ ŀǘǘŜƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

excursions. Disruption to schooling was, however, kept to a minimum by visiting local sites 

during lunch time on Wednesdays when core lessons (i.e. English and math) were not taught 

that afternoon. Furthermore, pupils were also only permitted to participate in the excursions 

if their overall school attendance was above 90%.   

As a teacher at the school, I was aware that the power dynamic may have led the young 

people to participate out of obligation, which was not the intention. To mitigate against any 

sense of coercion, I did not press pupils for completed forms (as I did with the consent forms 

for the excursions, as required by law). No coercion was apparent, as not all members of the 

voluntary after-school class participated in the MEd investigation. Only 14 returned their 

parental consent forms out of the 28 Year 9 students who attended at least one after-school 

session voluntarily. Despite interesting observations of some of the other 14 attendees, these 

could not be included. 

Whist it was acknowledged in the consent form that participation in the focus group 

would reveal the identities of the assenting pupils, all other measures to protect privacy were 

put into place when reporting of the findings. Confidentiality was assured via the use of 

pseudonyms, explained next.  
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3.3. Participants 

The programme was offered to the target population at an assembly delivered to all 199 

Year 9 pupils, so the project could be as inclusive as possible. Although only a small sample of 

14 self-selecting young people consented to participate in this study, consenting individuals 

did have discrete and identifiable characteristics, by chance, divided equally between those 

in receipt of Pupil Premium and those not. Once the regular attenders were analysed in terms 

of the data held by the school and shared with teachers as standard, it became clear that 

there were four distinct categories:  

1. Pupil Premium (PP) 

2. Higher Attainers (HA) 

3. PP AND HA 

4. non-PP/HA.  

 

Though not representative, this range added to the breadth of the data gathered to allow 

comparisons between different demographics. Coded pseudonyms have been assigned 

according to these identifiers and adhering to gender-specific names. Students on the Pupil 

PǊŜƳƛǳƳ όttύ ǊŜƎƛǎǘŜǊ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǎǎƛƎƴŜŘ ŀ ƴŀƳŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ΨPΩ όƴҐрύΦ LŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƭŀǎǎŜŘ ŀǎ IƛƎƘŜǊ !ǘǘŀƛƴŜǊǎΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǎŜǳŘƻƴȅƳ ōŜƎƛƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ΨBΩ ŦƻǊ ΨBƻǘƘΩ 

(n=2). Higher !ǘǘŀƛƴŜǊǎ όI!ύ ōŜƎƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ ΨHΩ όƴҐнύΦ {ǘǳŘŜƴts who are not in these categories 

ǿŜǊŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƴŀƳŜǎ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ΨNΩ ŦƻǊ Ψnon-ttκI!Ω όƴҐрύΦ  

3.4 Limitations  

bŜƭǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ hΩ.ŜƛǊƴŜ όнлмпΣ p. нфύ ŀǎǎŜǊǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ΨƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ 

or small-scale qualitative studies, and therefore is unlikely to be replicable. It provides a 

ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ŦƻǊ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΩΦ !ǎ ŀ ƴƻǾƛŎŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ-researcher, I acknowledge the 

limitations of my methods but maintain that the presentation and analysis of the findings I 

gathered offer insights into the benefits of the CLASSics CLASS programme. For example, in 

hindsight, a focus group with 14 teenagers becomes rather unfocused for some and more 

focused upon the loquacious individuals of the group (Robson, 2005). As a consequence, I was 

able to construct more in-depth portraits of five individuals from the group rather than 

presenting superficial findings of all of them. Like Hannon et al. (2017, p. 1231), who in a 
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similar study had a small sample of 14 year-olds, the ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ΨƛƭƭǳƳƛƴŀǘƛǾŜ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ 

geƴŜǊŀƭƛǎŀōƭŜΩΦ 

There were also limitations to using a questionnaire, which is why this method was not 

relied upon and only formed part of this research. Attempting to quantify perceptions in 

ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜǎ ƛǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎΣ ŀǎ ΨŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎΩ ŀǊŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ŎŀǇture in surveys (Silverman, 

2013). Also, although clarity of questions was carefully considered (Gilbert, 1993), the final 

Ƴŀƛƴ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ όōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ΨŦƛƴŀƭ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎΩύ ƘŀŘ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ōŜŜƴ ƳƛǎǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘΦ 

There were, however, observation data to supplement the limited survey findings.    

¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƴƎŜǊ ƻŦ ŀ ƳŀƎƴƛŦƛŜŘ ΨIŀǿǘƘƻǊƴŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘΩ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ 

researcher being physically present (Robson, 2005), but also being the teacher of the 

programme, and of English in the school, though many of the participants were not my pupils. 

Observations can always be critiqued as being subjective, but this is to be embraced in the 

ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘƛǾŜ ǇŀǊŀŘƛƎƳ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ ƛǎ ŀ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ 

and that all research is esǎŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ōƛŀǎŜŘ ōȅ ŜŀŎƘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎΩ όtƻƭƭŀǊŘΣ 

2014, p. 7).  

3.5 Analysis 

Content analysis was employed to categorise the latent content of questionnaire answers 

in a high-inference system (Robson, 2003) of grouping similar answers to identify possible 

trends. Survey data was also quantified according to how many respondents gave similar 

ŀƴǎǿŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ΨtǳǇƛƭ tǊŜƳƛǳƳΩ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦ Using quantitative 

Řŀǘŀ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀȅ ΨŜȄǇŀƴŘǎ ǳǇƻƴ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ Řŀǘŀ ŀƴŘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŘŜŜǇŜƴǎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΩ 

(Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006, p. 3) as it was then possible to detect any differences in effect 

upon students of differing backgrounds.  

An attendance register was also kept, as is routine procedure, and this provided helpful 

quantitative data to be analysed using the RAG (red, amber, green) system common in 

schools. This basic code displays poor attendance (less than 90%) as red, acceptable 

attendance (90-96%) as amber and high attendance (above 97%) as green. A similar system 

was employed when calculating attendance at the after-school class, although because there 

were only twenty sessions available (including the excursions) and the class was competing 
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against other activities (see Table 1), 50% attendance was coded amber and attendance 

above and below this coloured green and red respectively.  

This analysis was helpful when sampling participants for the portraits, which were used 

to present the qualitative data from the focus group and observations. Paula (PP), Beth (both 

PP and HA), Hannah (HA) and Nick and Niamh (non-PP/HA) were chosen as they were high-

attenders in the programme (see Appendix) and vocal in the focus group, therefore sufficient 

ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ Řŀǘŀ ǿŀǎ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ŀ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ΨǾƻƛŎŜǎΩ ŦǊƻƳ 

different backgrounds, though it is not the intention to suggest that these are representative. 

¢ƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ Řŀǘŀ ŦǊƻƳ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƭƭŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ΨǇƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ 

merely describe a sample of five participants. The way I have presented these inevitably 

reflects what I think is important (Taylor and Bogdan, 1984) but my analysis is broadly 

descriptive to allow the reader to draw their own conclusions from my findings. 

 

4. Findings 

Findings from the questionnaire are displayed in tabular form divided into the effect of 

the curriculum enhancement programme on the two different types of consenting attendees 

ƛΦŜΦ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀǎ ΨtǳǇƛƭ tǊŜƳƛǳƳΩ όttύ ƻǊ ƴƻǘ 

(non-PP). The accompanying narrative is separated into what was said about the curriculum 

content of the classes and about the excursions. Some observations of the excursion element 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜƴ ǎƘŀǊŜŘΣ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ōȅ ΨǇƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǾŜ ŎŀǎŜ ǇǳǇƛƭǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 

group, which focus upon how the curriculum enhancement project may have altered their 

aspirations.  

4.1. Questionnaire answers  

Curriculum content of classes  

Whilst six of the seven non-PP respondents mentioned subject-specific reasons why they 

had joined the programme (Question 1), compared with only three PP students, in Question 

3, subject-specific content was most frequently mentioned by PP respondents as what they 

ΨŜƴƧƻȅŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǎǘΩΦ Lƴ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΣ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ΨƳȅǘƘƻƭƻƎȅΩ ǿŀǎ ƻƴƭȅ 

mentioned by one non-PP respondent, whereas two PP students stated this, with another 

ƻƴŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƻƴŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ƭŜǎǎƻƴ ǿŜ ŘƛŘ ƻƴ ΨƻǊŀŎƭŜǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ 
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ƘŀŘ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ƎŀƛƴŜŘ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŘΣ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎƭȅΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ΨƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ 

most frequently by PP participants as either what they enjoyed the most (n=3) or what would 

appeal to others (n=5). Other interventions that seek to redress socio-economic inequalities 

ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜŘ ŀǎ ƳŜǊŜƭȅ ΨƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΩ όDƛŀƴƴŀƪŀƪƛΣ 2018, p. 194), 

ōǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘƭȅ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ΨƴŜǿΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƛƴ 

answers from the PP cohort. 

All participants said that they would recommend the scheme to friends or younger 

relatives (Question 5) and the curriculum content of the classes can be identified as a factor 

in this. Some pupils evidently enjoyed the classes as they requested additional lunch time 

sessions because they did not want to miss out if they were unable to attend all after-school 

classes due to the conflicting activities mentioned in answer to Question 2. Attendance overall 

is displayed in the appended register. 

Excursions  

For the non-tt ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǘǊƛǇǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ όƴҐрύ ŜƴƧƻȅŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǎǘΣ 

compared to two PP students who said something similar (Question 3). However, Question 4 

revealed that going on trips appeared most frequently (n=3) by PP respondent in the answer 

to what they would like to do more, whereas only one non-PP said something similar. 

Nespor (2000), who ethnographically studied school contexts in the United States of 

America, identified a feeling that working class students miss out most on opportunities for 

learning beyond the classroom, which could explain why this cohort were keen to have more 

of these experiences.   

Unfortunately, Question 7, which could have cast some light on this theory, was not 

answered accurately enough by those who were permitted by the school to participate in the 

excursions (according to their attendance). The survey therefore could not determine 

whether the excursions provided the students with experiences they would not otherwise 

have had access to. Fortunately, observations were also made to supplement this data. 
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Table 1. Answers pertaining to curriculum 

 

 

  

Questions  Themes from Main Answers Given  Pupil 

Premium 

Non-Pupil 

Premium  

Q1. Why did you 

voluntarily join 

CLASSics CLASS? 

Wanted to learn about ancient history/ Classics/ myths.  3 6 

Friend was doing it.  1 1 

{ƻǳƴŘŜŘ Ŧǳƴκ ΨƻƪΩΦ 2 0 

Wanted to try something new. 1 0 

Q2. If you missed any 

session, can you 

explain why this was? 

.ǳǎȅκ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ƻǊ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ΨǘƘƛƴƎǎΩΦ 3 2 

Absence from school.  1 2 

Other school activities.  1 0 

Detentions.  2 0 

Thought they had not missed any.  0 2 

Not answered.  0 1 

Q3. What have you 

enjoyed the most? 

Learning about mythology. 2 1 

Learning new things.  1 1 

Trips.  2 5 

Classical QI.  1 0 

Oracles.   1 0 

Q5. Would you 

recommend the class? 

Yes.  7 6 

Definitely.  0 1 

Q6. What in particular 

would appeal to 

others?  

Learning new/ interesting things.  5 3 

Trips.  1 1 

Interactivity.  0 1 

Listening to stories.  0 1 

Quizzes. 0 1 

Not answered 1 0 
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Table 2: Answers pertaining to trips  

 

 

4.2. Observations  

Observation provided the means of gauging just how new the other contexts of learning 

were for the participants, although it was difficult to differentiate between the disparate 

categories of students (PP/ HA/ PP + HA/ non-PP/HA). From a simple show of hands when 

organising the three excursions away from school, it would appear that: seven out of the 

eleven participants who attended the Manchester Museum excursion had been before; four 

out of ten had been to Manchester Art Gallery; and only one pupil, Natalie (non-PP/MA), said 

they had been to Cambridge before. It can be inferred from these observations that many 

members of the group have, for whatever reason, not experienced some of the cultural 

opportunities even within their own geographical vicinity. Giving members of the CLASSics 

CLASS ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ΨƘƛƎƘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩ ǎƛǘŜǎΣ ƛΦŜΦ ŀǊǘǎ ŀƴŘ 

history museums (Nespor, 2000), gave participants more opportunities to inhabit these public 

spaces than are ordinarily taken up.  

Questions  Themes from Main Answers Given  Pupil 

Premium 

Non-Pupil 

Premium  

Q4. What would 

you like to do more 

of? 

Trips 3 1 

Learn more about fictional characters/ lifestyle of real 

people from that era.  

2 4 

Working with more visitors.  0 1 

Classes more often.  0 1 

Not answered. 2 0 

Q7. Had you been 

to any of the places 

we visited before? 

MisunŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ŜΦƎΦ ΨǿŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǘǊƛǇǎΩ 3 4 

Had been to Manchester Museum. 1 1 

Had been to Manchester Museum and Art Gallery.  0 1 

Had not been to any.  2 0 

Not answered.  1 1 

Further comments.  Have enjoyed Classics. 2 3 

Really liked trip to Cambridge.  0 1 

Not answered.  5 3 
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4.3. Portraits   

Nick  

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƎǊƻǳǇΣ bƛŎƪ ǘŀƭƪŜŘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ΨǘƘŜ ǘǊƛǇ ǘƻ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜΩ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ΨǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƭƛƪŜ 

ƻǇŜƴŜŘ Ƴȅ ŜȅŜǎΩΣ ŀŘŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƳŀŘŜ ƘƛƳ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜ ΨƘƻǿ ƎƻƻŘ ǎƻƳŜ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜΩΦ IŜ said 

ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ΨǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŜƴƧƻȅŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǎƛǘΩ ŀƴŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ΨL ƳƛƎƘǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ somedayΩΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ 

bƛŎƪ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ΨƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŀǘǘŀƛƴŜǊΩ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ŘŀǘŀΣ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΣ ŀǎ 

demonstrated by his being the highest attendance at the class (Appendix).  

²Ƙƛƭǎǘ bƛŎƪΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ CLASSics CLASS was 

positive for him, one wonders whether he did actually believe that anyone in the group would 

actually make it to the University of Cambridge as he was observed provocatively telling other 

members of the class that his sister thought the trip to Cambridge was cruel in giving them 

false hope as it is unlikely that they will ever get to study there (paraphrased). The trip, and 

perhaps programme overall, had beeƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǿƘŀǘ .ŜǊƭŀƴǘ όнллсύ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ ΨŎǊǳŜƭ 

ƻǇǘƛƳƛǎƳΩΦ  

Hannah  

IŀƴƴŀƘΣ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŀǘǘŀƛƴŜǊΩ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΣ ǘƻƭŘ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǎƘŜ ΨǿƻǳƭŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ōŜ 

ŀƴ ŀƴƛƳŀǘƻǊ ƻǊ ŀ ǿǊƛǘŜǊ ŎƻȊ LΩƳ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǇŀǎǎƛƻƴŀǘŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎΩΣ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ 

ΨǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘΩΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǿƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨōŜŦƻǊŜ /ƭŀǎǎƛŎǎ L ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ 

ǘƻ aŀƴŎƘŜǎǘŜǊ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ōǳǘ ƴƻǿ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǘƻ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜΩΦ Iŀƴƴƻƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ όнлмтύ ǘƻƭŘ 

of how one of their participants gained a sense of hope from a visit ǘƻ I9 ōǳǘ ΨǎƻƳŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ 

ǿŜǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǊŜƭǳŎǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀǎ ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘŜŜƳ ΨƘƛƎƘŜǊ-

ŎƭŀǎǎΩΩ όp. мноуύΦ IŀƴƴŀƘ ŀƭǎƻ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜƭǳŎǘŀƴŎŜ ōȅ ŀŘŘƛƴƎ ΨǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ƴƻǘ ƭƛƪŜƭȅΩΣ 

ǎǿƛŦǘƭȅ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨL ŎƻǳƭŘ ǘǊȅΦΩΦ wŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ΨŎǊǳŜƭ ƻǇǘƛƳƛǎƳΩ ƛƳǇƭƛŜŘ ōȅ bƛŎƪΩǎ 

comments, what Hannah added to her positive comments about the trip to Cambridge 

¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǊŜƭǳŎǘŀƴǘ ƻǇǘƛƳƛǎƳΩΦ {ƘŜ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘŜŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

trip led her to aspire for and a reluctance to believe she could achieve this.     

Paula  

The most frequent attender from the Pupil Premium category was Paula, who talked a lot 

in the focus group about her ambitions, which did not include university. Observation notes 

Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘƻ tŀǳƭŀΩǎ ƛƴŎreased confidence in answering questions on the course. For example, 
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when a Classics PhD student from the University of Manchester visited the school to deliver 

a session and asked, ΨǿƘȅ ƭŜŀǊƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΚΩΣ tŀǳƭŀ ŀƴǎǿŜǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ŜƴǘƘǳǎƛŀǎǘƛŎ ΨΩŎŀǳǎŜ 

itΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎΗΩ IŀǾƛƴƎ ǘŀǳƎƘǘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǘƻ tŀǳƭŀ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ȅŜŀǊ ƻŦ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ 

school, her confidence appeared to have increased during the programme. Of course, this 

may be due to natural maturation but anecdotal evidence from a colleague, who had known 

her in both a pastoral and an academic capacity for the duration of her schooling thus far, 

ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƘŀŘ ƻƴƭȅ ōŜŜƴ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ƘŀŘ ƴƻǘƛŎŜŘ tŀǳƭŀΩǎ 

increased confidence in English lessons. This colleague had not been asked to provide any 

evidence of this sort but felt compelled to approach me with her observations, such was her 

belief that the curriculum enhancement programme should be credited for the change. 

Beth   

Beth was a key student for me as she was on the Pupil Premium register and considered 

ŀ ΨƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŀǘǘŀƛƴŜǊΩΦ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŘŀȅǎΣ L ǿŀǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ƭŀōŜƭǎ ŀǎ ΨŦǊŜŜ 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƳŜŀƭǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƎƛŦǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƭŜƴǘŜŘΩ ǎƻ L ǿƻƴŘŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǎƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘΣ ƭƛƪŜ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ 

fellow higher attainer, Hannah, have aspirations to go to a prestigious university. She said that 

ǎƘŜ ΨǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ƘŀƛǊŘǊŜǎǎŜǊ ŀǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜƴ L ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ Ƴȅ ƳǳƳ ǿƻǊƪǎ ƛƴ ŀ ŘƻŎǘƻǊǎΩ surgery, 

ǎƻ L ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƳŀȅōŜ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƴǳǊǎŜΩΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ŀ ƴƻōƭŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎ 

require a degree, I was perplexed as to how she reached that decision from her mother 

working at a ŘƻŎǘƻǊǎΩ ǎǳǊƎŜǊȅΦ ²ƘŜƴ ŀǎƪŜŘ Ψƴƻǘ ŀ ŘƻŎǘƻǊΧΚΩΣ ǎƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨƴƻΩ ŀƴŘ 

could not explain why she had been inspired to be a nurse from her experience of a parent 

ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀ ŘƻŎǘƻǊǎΩ ǎǳǊƎŜǊȅΦ hŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ƴǳǊǎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŘƻŎǘƻǊǎΩ ǎǳǊƎŜǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ 

ōŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŎŀǊƛƴƎ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ŀ ƴǳǊǎŜ ŀǇǇŜŀƭǎ ǘƻ ƘŜǊΤ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜǊ ΨƘƛƎƘŜǊ 

ŀǘǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘΩ ƭŀōŜƭ ƛǎ ƻǾŜǊǎƘŀŘƻǿŜŘ ōȅ ƘŜǊ ǎƻŎƛƻ-economic background, making her feel that 

being a doctor is out of her reach, despite displaying the academic aptitude that could get her 

there.   

Niamh  

Unlike Beth, Niamh was not categorised by the school as being a higher attainer, nor was 

she on the Pupil Premium register. Niamh, again, unlike Beth, spoke of being inspired by the 

ǘǊƛǇ ǘƻ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΥ ΨǎŜŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ŘƻΧ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ 

ǎŎŜƴŜǊȅ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭΩΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ōƻǘƘ bƛŎƪ ŀƴŘ bƛŀƳƘ ǎǇƻƪŜ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƛǇ ǘƻ 

Cambridge University, when one might have expected the two higher attainers, Hannah and 
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Beth, to be most affected by a visit to a university they could more realistically aspire to 

attend. Although it did have some impact upon Hannah, Beth was not as interested.  

5. Discussion and conclusion  

Reay (2012, p. нύ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ ŀ Ψǘƻǘŀƭƭȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ŜƴǾƛǎƛƻƴƛƴƎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ 

Ψŀ ǊŜǾŀƭǳƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǾƻŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ-class knowledges and a broadening out of what 

constitutes educational success beyond the narrowly ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎΩΦ L ŀƳ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǊŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

ΨǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎΩ ŀǊŜ ōǳǘ ǇǊŜǎǳƳŀōƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƻƻǊŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƪƴƻǿ 

different things that are equally as valuable. This study disrupts this notion by presenting 

evidence that young people identified by the PPI gained knowledge of a subject beyond the 

curriculum they were taught in school and furthermore, they enjoyed this new learning. 

Disadvantaged children, therefore, can gain a lot if they are only given the chance to 

experience the cultural capital enjoyed by their more privileged peers in elite schools.  

bŜǎǇƻǊ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨŦƛŜƭŘ ǘǊƛǇǎ ŀǊŜ ǎƛƎƴǎ ƻŦ ǎǘŀǘǳǎΦ ±ƛǎƛǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎǳƳƛƴƎ ŜȄƻǘƛŎ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ 

ŀǊŜ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǎȅƳōƻƭƛŎ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ŀŎǉǳƛǊƛƴƎ ƛǘΩ όнлллΣ p. 30). This project provided 

opportunƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ΨŜȄƻǘƛŎΩ ǎƛǘŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ƘŀŘ 

not had the chance to experience them before. Simply acquiring this capital, however, is not 

ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎΣ ŀǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǊŜƭǳŎǘŀƴǘ ƻǇǘƛƳƛǎƳΩ ƻŦ 

the higher attainer who remained unconvinced that she would gain a place at Oxbridge, 

though the Cambridge trip had inspired her to try. Although some participants gained 

confidence, others, like the higher attaining PP student, remained unmoved, suggesting that 

access to opportunities does not affect the social inequalities inherent in society.  

It has recently transpired that at least three of those involved (Nick, Natalie and a pupil 

who did not return her consent form to be included in the study) have subsequently chosen 

Classical Civilisation as an A-[ŜǾŜƭ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘΦ !ǎ ƴƻƴŜ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ΨŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜŘΩ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ttLΣ 

however it would appear that young people in this demographic are still underrepresented in 

this subject. This is corroborated by the most recent available data on A-Level uptake 

provided by one exam board, Cambridge Assessment. In 2011, 0.7% of students identified as 

ΨƘƛƎƘ ŘŜǇǊƛǾŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǘƻƻƪ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭ ŎƛǾƛƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ !-Level but this dropped to 0.6% in 2016 

compared with thƻǎŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ Ψƭƻǿ ŘŜǇǊƛǾŀǘƛƻƴΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƳŜŘƛǳƳ ŘŜǇǊƛǾŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

remained at 0.8% for both categories (Gill, 2012; Carroll and Gill, 2016). Although this 
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difference may seem negligible, it does suggest that there is still a socio-economic divide in 

this discipline.  

5.1 Concluding thoughts  

What is evident from this study is that the curriculum enhancement programme had a 

positive impact upon the participants in the project and although this does not come close to 

counterbalancing the inequalities elsewhere in society, it still made some difference. The 

impact, though not quantifiable, has attracted the interest of other parties and a similar 

initiative has been repeated in a non-selective academy in Liverpool, though this just went 

beyond the curriculum, not the classroom. It is possible for non-specialists to teach Classics, 

too, and funding is available from the charity, Classics for All, to facilitate teachers in the state 

sector who wish to try this. 
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Appendix 

Attendance at Sessions 

 

 

 

Pupil Premium?

Higher Attainer? 

Classical QI

Gods Charades (lunch time 

session)

Oracles

Apuleius (lunch time session) 

Museum Trip

Who Wants to be a Millionaire 

Guess the God (lunch time 

session) 

Myths 

Homer's Iliad (lunch time 

session) 

Art Gallery Trip

University of Manchester Talk 

(visitor)

Which God are You? (lunch 

time session) 

Homer's Odyssey

Laocoon 

Roman Numerals (lunch time 

session) 

Herakles 

Cambridge Trip

Troy 

Sappho (actor visited at lunch) 

Alexander the Great 

Total 

Pseudonym
 

PP
HA

Nick 
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

19

Ben
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
18

Hannah
X

X
X

X
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X
X

X
X

X
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X
X

X
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X
X
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Nicole 
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X
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X
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Natalie
X

X
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X
X

X
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X
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X
X

X
X

X
X
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Paula
X

X
X

X
X

X
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X
X

X
X

X
X

X
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Beth
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X
X

X
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X
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X
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X
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X
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Niam
h 

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
13
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Phil
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Peter
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Abstract 
Since incorporation, the economic value of students to colleges has seen the language of 

'risk' and 'drop-out' permeate the further education sector, placing retention and 

achievement high up on the agenda, with what appears to be little consideration for the 

consequences this might have for the students the terms describe. This study provides a 

ŘŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘƛƴƎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǊƛǎƪΩ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ 

tutors, support staff and managers within a further education college and the implications 

for their practice with stǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ Ψŀǘ ǊƛǎƪΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ 

ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ Ǌƛǎƪ ƛǎ ǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ΨǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜΩΣ 

which could adversely affect students from so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜŘΩ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘǎΦ 

Therefore, this paper makes the case that the notion of risk could disproportionately 

impact upon students who are marginalised for a variety of reasons. This could lead to 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŜȄŎƭǳŘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ 

therefore of less value to an institution operating within a neoliberal marketplace. 

 

1. Introduction 

Further education policy, as in many other parts of the educational sector, is littered with 

ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ΨǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎΩΣ ΨǊƛƎƻǳǊΩΣ ΨŜȄŎŜƭƭŜƴŎŜΩΣ ΨǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜΩΣ ΨǘŀǊƎŜǘǎΩ and 

ΨŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩΦ !ǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ мффн CǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ !ŎǘΣ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ 

education providers were incorporated into a centralised funding system, competition for 

market-share has become a key driver of institutional practice. As colleges become 

ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ƳƻǊŜ ΨōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ-ƭƛƪŜΩΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǳƴƛǘǎ ƻŦ ǾŀƭǳŜΦ ¢ƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ 

lower value (i.e. less likely to complete their chosen course) are a financial risk. As such, this 
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ǇŀǇŜǊ Ǉƻǎƛǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǊƛǎƪΩ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ŀƴ ŜǘƘƛŎŀƭ ŘƛƭŜmma for educators who are simultaneously 

expected to balance their success rates with their duty to promote social and cultural 

inclusion (Lippke, 2012). This paper will outline research findings which investigate the 

ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ΨǊƛǎƪΩΣ ǊŜǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ΨŘǊƻǇ-ƻǳǘΩ ƛƴ ŀ DŜƴŜǊŀƭ CǳǊther Education College in the North 

of England. It will argue that high-stakes teaching environments and performance-based 

education policy has created a conflict of professional identity for lecturers, whilst students 

who constitute their definition of risk are simultaneously the subject of both their concern 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ōƭŀƳŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ψŀǘ ǊƛǎƪΩ ǎǘŀǘǳǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇŀǇŜǊ ǿƛƭƭ Ǝƻ ƻƴ ǘƻ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

performance-ōŀǎŜŘ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŦǳŜƭ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ΨǎŜƭŦ-ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΩΣ 

leading, in some cases, to risk-ŀǾŜǊǎŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨƻǘƘŜǊƛƴƎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀǎ 

ΨǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜΩΦ 

2. The neoliberal environment: Performativity, competitive individualism and 

risk 

 The relentless pace of public education policy since 1992 has created unprecedented 

instability in the sector. The prevalence of free-market practices that the further education 

and skills sector has been subjected to over the last thirty years has seen services which were 

traditionally the preserve of locally-accountable authorities, being gradually co-opted to serve 

a different purpose. This new purpose, influenced by what Harvey (2005) refers to as the 

ΨƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ƛǎ ǇŀǊŀƳƻǳƴǘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǎŜǘ 

of policies call into question the purpose of education, whose needs it is supposed to serve 

and how these are supposed to be met (Apple, 2006)Φ ¢ƘŜ ΨƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ 

policy caused a significant shift in how policy is ideologically underpinned, fundamentally 

affecting values and operational practices within the sector, at the heart of which lies 

competition (Lazzarato, 2009). The logic of the free market leaves the environment ripe for 

individualism, as the spirit of competition relies on the creation of winners and losers (Leach, 

2017). It is therefore the risk of losing that shapes institutional practice and the mechanisms 

employed ǘƻ ΨǿƛƴΩΦ wƛǎƪ ǘƘǊƛǾŜǎ ƛƴ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǇŀǊŀƳƻǳƴǘ ŦƻǊ 

colleges to avoid such risks by employing whatever tactics they can to mitigate against them. 

There is evidence to suggest that such practices have led to the prevalence ƻŦ ΨƎŀƳŜ-ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎΩΣ 

ŀǎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ΨƳƻǎǘ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜΩ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ (Finlay & Finnie, 2002). In essence, 
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ǘƘŜ ΨǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ŀ ΨǳƴƛǘΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ƻŦ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƻǊ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜ ƛƴ ŀƴ 

increasingly unstable market (Lucas & Crowther, 2016).  

Competitive individualism has therefore shifted how relationships are forged within 

colleges. As Gleeson et al. (2015) ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘΣ άƛƴ ŀ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏourses were there to be 

ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ǎŜŎǳǊƛƴƎ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎΧ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΣ 

managerialism and funding centred-ƴŜǎǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ŎŀǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ C9έΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊΣ Cƛƴƭŀȅ ŀƴŘ 

Finnie (2002, p. 154) demonstrate that at its worst, competition between further education 

providers has seen a wide-spread use of coercive tactics to attract or retain students: 

άŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ΨƭǳǊƛƴƎΩ ƻǊ ΨǇƻŀŎƘƛƴƎΩ ǇǳǇƛƭǎ ƻǊ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ΨƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ƻƴΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ 

perceptions of learners as, at worst, commodities tƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘǊŀŘŜŘ ƻǊ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘέΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 

implies a disregard for student needs and further demonstrates a fundamental shift in values 

ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦƻǊŎŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƳƻǊŜ ΨōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ-ƭƛƪŜΩΦ  

2.1 Performativity and practices of risk-aversion 

According to Bjursell (2016)  the trend towards commodification in education and the 

ǊŜǎǳƭǘŀƴǘ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ŀ άŘŜƳƛǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŀǎ ŀ ƎǳŀǊŀƴǘƻǊ ƻŦ 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜέ όp. 292). The uncertainty created by the neoliberal environment has resulted in 

risk being carried by individuals within institutions, and thus pressure to conform to 

ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭƛǎŜŘ ΨǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎΩ ǘƻ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜǊ-present threat of audit and inspection. hΩ[ŜŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ 

Rami (2017) argue that, as a result, colleges have become ever-more heterogeneous over the 

last thirty years in a bid to satisfy the needs of government. 

This so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ ŀƎŜƴŘŀΩ ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘǎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŜƴǘƭŜǎǎ ŀǳŘƛǘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΣ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ 

surveillance of teaching, monitoring of performance and uniformity of curriculum, 

accompanied by strict hierarchical management structures (Avis, 2003; Hill et al., 2015). This 

led to teaching practices which are performance-based and target-driven rather than student-

ŎŜƴǘǊŜŘΣ ŀ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ΨǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾƛǘȅΩ (Ball, 2005). Performativity 

therefore not only dictates what learning is valuable but also the kind of student that is 

valued. As Balƭ όнллрύ ŀǎǎŜǊǘǎΣ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ άǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻǊ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ŀƴ 

individual or organisation within a field of judgement. This issue of who controls the field of 

ƧǳŘƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭέ όp. 144). Gleeson et al. (2015) are further keen to point out that the data 

drawn on by policy-makers (grade profiles and success rates) do not fully reflect what a 
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provider does in producing inclusive, transformational learning environments. Conversely, 

failure to recognise the important work that colleges do in this regard could be undone as 

άōŀǎƛƴƎ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǊŜǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǊŜƳƻǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎέ (Illsley & Waller, 2017, p. 479). The implication is that if a student appears to 

ōŜ ŀ ΨǊƛǎƪΩΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƻŦ ƴƻ ǾŀƭǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΦ !ǎ ǎǳŎƘΣ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ƪƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŀǊŜ ǘƻ ōŜ 

avoided for a college to stay financially healthy (ibid.). Atkins (2017) asserts that the policy 

environment has forced conceptualisations of young people into two broad categories: as 

ΨǇǊƻōƭŜƳΩ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ ΨǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜΩΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƭƭƻǿ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ 

ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊƻōƭŜƳΩ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀǳǎŜ ŀƴȅ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛal damage. 

нΦн Ψ.ŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭΩΥ LƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ  

Several studies have analysed the impact of the neoliberal, performative environment 

upon the professional identity of lecturers in further and higher education (Avis, 1999; 

Bathmaker & Avis, 2005; Ylijoki & Ursin, 2013), which constitutes a move from 

ΨǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳΩ ǘƻ ΨƳŀƴŀƎŜǊƛŀƭƛǎƳΩ ό!ǾƛǎΣ мфффύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ŀǳǘƻƴƻƳƻǳǎ 

professional to subject of audit means that the pursuit of key performance indicators can 

potentially override matters of transformative teaching and learning. The prevalence of risk 

at all levels of the institution cultivates environments where surveillance and evaluation are 

embedded into the everyday activities of actors within an institution. As Page (2017, p. 3) 

ƴƻǘŜǎΣ άǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƭ ǎǳǊǾŜƛƭƭŀƴŎŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎέ ƴƻǿ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŘǊƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŘuce favourable data has 

created a hyper-sensitivity towards identifying risk. Preoccupation with risk can lead 

practitioners to develop a deficit approach towards students, which can lead to pathologising 

them in various ways if they deviate from the expectation that the environment dictates 

(Atkins, 2016; Bathmaker & Avis, 2005; Illsley & Waller, 2017).  

bƻǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ΨǎŜƭŦ-ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΩ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ 

collectivism in meeting social challenges. Within a competitive market, schools and colleges 

are single-handedly responsible for their own success or failure. Falling success rates are the 

responsibility of individual teachers, just as failure to succeed is the responsibility of the 

student (Finlay et al., 2007). Boocock (2015, p. 728) ŎƻƴǘŜƴŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ άŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘŀǊƎŜǘǎ ŀǊŜ 

ǘǿƻ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ƭŜǾŜǊǎέ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ǊŜǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 

achievement targets on an institutional level, whilst keeping day-to-day governance at a 
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distance. He argues that top-Řƻǿƴ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ŀǎǎǳƳŜ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ƻŦ ΨǎŜƭŦ-ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΩ ƻƴ 

the part of the individual, whether that be the institution, the manager or the lecturer.  

It has been further argued by Coffield (2017, p. 33) that Ψaudit threatens to become a 

form of learned ignoranceΩ. When neoliberalism Ψbecomes what educationalists doΩ (Ball & 

Olmedo, 2013, p. 85) this necessitates a shift in value-orientation. This shift proposes that 

individuals are responsible for their own fate, and this notion is reinforced by practices of self-

interest (Boocock, 2015). Atkins (2017, p. тύ Ƙŀǎ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΣ ōȅ άƻǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

homogenising certain (working-Ŏƭŀǎǎύ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƻŦ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΧ ώǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƘŜƭŘϐ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƭȅ 

ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ƛƴ ŀ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅέΦ Lƴ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƴƎ 

ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊƻōƭŜƳΩ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƛǎ ƛƴ ŘŜŦƛŎƛǘΣ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ƧǳǎǘƛŦȅ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ 

who would negatively affect retention and achievement.  

This form of aggressive individualism is reinforced through fear. Teaching has become a 

ΨƘƛƎƘ ǎǘŀƪŜǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ όhΩ[ŜŀǊȅΣ нлмрύ where those students with who are richer in ability, are 

more favoured (Hill et al., 2015). In effect, social and cultural value translates to economic 

ǾŀƭǳŜ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎΦ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ Ψƭƻǿ ǾŀƭǳŜΩ ǇƻǎŜ ŀ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ΨǊƛǎƪΩ ŀǎ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǇŀƛŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ όLƭƭǎƭŜȅ ϧ ²ŀƭƭŜǊΣ нлмтύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ƙŀǎ ƭŜŘ ǎƻƳŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ŀŘƻǇǘ ΨǊƛǎk 

ŀǾŜǊǎƛƻƴΩ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ŀǎ ǎƻƳŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ƎƻƻŘ ƻǊ ōŀŘ ΨōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ǎŜƴǎŜΩ όCƛƴƭŀȅ ŀƴŘ 

Finnie, 2002; Boocock, 2015). The aim of this research study was to establish how risk was 

conceptualised by staff within FE institutions, and what the implications might be for students 

identified as such.  

3. Methodology  

hƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ŀƛƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǊƛǎƪΩ 

and how these shaped the thinking and practice of staff in a General Further Education 

College (GFE). GFEs are predominantly large institutions with multiple campuses offering 

generally vocational qualifications from Pathway (pre-Level 1) to Level 4, with some also 

offering Higher Education provision. Therefore, FE encompasses not only a broad variety of 

educŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŀ ōǊƻŀŘ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǊƛǎƪΩ ƛǎ 

particularly important in this setting, as many of the students have experienced previous 

educational failure.  
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¢ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ Ƙƻǿ ΨǊƛǎƪΩ ǿas defined, what staff members 

ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ŀƴ Ψŀǘ ǊƛǎƪΩ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ 

influenced their thinking towards them. Therefore, the research was concerned with the 

principles that affected the use of the word, rather than the word itself (Moses & Knustson, 

2007). The way an individual interprets a phenomenon can have significant consequences for 

the world around them, and as such the aim was to understand the lived experience of the 

word and the nuances of its everyday use.  

3.1 Qualitative Interviews 

A series of semi-structured, one-to-one qualitative interviews were conducted with a 

cross-section of staff and students across the institution. The interview schedule was 

designed to be as open as possible to allow as much freedom as possible for participants to 

describe how they perceive the world around them (Cohen, Morrison, & Manion, 2003). The 

interviews sought to establish how these perceptions differed amongst staff in different 

ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƛƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀƴȅ ŎƻƳƳƻƴŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ Ψŀǘ ǊƛǎƪΩ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 

the institution.   

The interviews were considered manually using thematic analysis. Each participant was 

ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ ΨǊƛǎƪΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴΩ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

categorised under the broad pre-ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŎƻŘŜǎ ƻŦ ΨǊƛǎƪΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴΩΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǳō-codes 

that followed emerged from the raw data in the transcripts. This approach ensured that the 

analysis was as true to the raw data as possible, which allowed themes to emerge directly 

from individual experience. 

3.2. Participants and Research Setting 

The context for the research was a large General Further Education College (GFE) in the 

North of England. A total of eight interviews were conducted with staff from various 

departments across the institution including two senior managers (Executive Director for 

Marketing and Student Services, Head of School for Hairdressing and Beauty Therapy), a 

middle manager (Student Services Manager), two support staff (Learning Support Practitioner 

and Mental Health Support Tutor) and three lecturers (from Art & Design, Catering & 

Hospitality and Computing & IT). Participants were approached from a diverse range of 

ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŀǊŜŀǎ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ŀ ƘƻƭƛǎǘƛŎ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ΨǊƛǎƪΩ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ 
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used in practice across the college. The name of the institution and the participants in the 

study were anonymised to protect their identity.     

4. Findings: ¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψŀǘ ǊƛǎƪΩ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ 

The findings of the study revealed that there was a broad acceptance by all participants 

that the definition of the term 'risk' in the context of the college was linked to the belief that 

a student was likely to withdraw from their course of study. However, this seemed to be 

ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΥ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ 

teaching, support or ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊƛŀƭ ǎǘŀŦŦΦ !ǎ ǎǳŎƘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǊƛǎƪΩ ǿŀǎ 

used in a standardised way, but the meaning was highly subjective. It was a term generally 

ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ǿŜǊŜ ΨŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜŘΩ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ 

characteristics or environmental factors that may affect their chances of success. The most 

ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǿƻǊŘ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŀƴ Ψŀǘ ǊƛǎƪΩ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ΨǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜΩΦ 

άΦΦΦ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ŜǊƳ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀǘ Ǌƛǎƪ ŀǘ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ 

to particular learners or a learner who erm for a set of reasons or descriptives or 

what we know we would regard them as a college as being a learner who may be 

ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ŘǊƻǇ ƻǳǘΧ ŜǊƳ ƻǊ ŀ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ ǿƘƻϥǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ 

ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΣ ŀ ǿƻōōƭŜǊέ ώ5ƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ ƻŦ Marketing & Student Services] 

Therefore, although risk was associated with non-completion, it was also linked to a series 

of behaviours which were used to calculate the level of risk the student presented. The 

analysis that follows describes definitions of risk under four key themes which emerged from 

the data: ΨƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ Ǌƛǎƪ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎΩΣ ΨŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ Ǌƛǎƪ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎΩΣ ΨǇǊƻŦƛǘ ŀƴŘ ƭƻǎǎΩ ŀƴŘ 

ΨǎǳōǾŜǊǎƛƻƴΩ. 

4.1. Internal risk behaviours 

Internal risk behaviours ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǇŜǊŦƻrmance on 

their course, such as poor attendance and low achievement. Therefore, in one respect, a 

student was 'at risk' if they were 'not performing to the standard' [Lecturer 2, Computing & 

IT] that was required to complete a course. This could be because the student in question was 

missing work due to absence, or because they were failing to meet their targets.  
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The notion of 'not performing to the standard' was linked to a lack of motivation, poor 

behaviour and a failure to 'contribute' on the part of the student. Managers in the study 

stated that it was used frequently to describe a student who was going through the 

disciplinary process: one example provided by a senior manager linked the notion of risk to 

conduct, describing this kind of student as 'completely disaffected' [Director of Marketing & 

Student Services].  

However, many of the participants drew an explicit distinction between what they 

described as the 'college' view of risk and their personal definitions of risk. Support staff were 

more likely to link risk to notions of safety and welfare, stating that their responsibilities to 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ Ψŀǘ ǊƛǎƪΩ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ϥōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜϥ ǘƻ ŜƴŎƻƳǇŀǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ 

the student in a more holistic capacity. Although they acknowledged that attendance and 

achievement was an indicator of risk, they were keen that the student should not feel judged 

because of these factors. As a result, they appeared to be more concerned with external risk 

indicators that may impact upon learning.  

άώ!ƴ Ψŀǘ ǊƛǎƪΩ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƛǎϐ ŀƴȅōƻŘȅ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ŀǘ Ǌƛǎƪ ƻŦ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

studies within the college. I think that's the college perception. Erm, what my 

perception is, it's even more broad-ranging than that. We have students who we 

know are at risk of not participating in their studies fully or passing them 

successfully, erm, but then there are so many issues outside of the college that are 

impacting upon their lives, that we kind of have a conscious and moral 

responsibility to make sure those students are ǎŀŦŜέ ώ[ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ {ǳǇǇƻǊǘ 

Practitioner] 

άǿƘŀǘ ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŜŜ ŀǎ Ǌƛǎƪ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƻǿ 

attendance, unpredictable attendance, erratic, not doing the work, but then I see 

another picture... to me it's wider than this collegŜέ ώaŜƴǘŀƭ IŜŀƭǘƘ {ǳǇǇƻǊǘ ¢ǳǘƻǊϐ 

The above demonstrates how conceptualisations of risk were often context-dependent. 

Although there was a common understanding of risk as non-completion, the nature of the 

support staff role expanded this definition to include safeguarding and protection. Therefore, 

from an internal perspective, risk could constitute poor performance on a course, a potential 

ΨŘǊƻǇ-ƻǳǘΩ ƻǊ ŀ ǎŀŦŜƎǳŀǊŘƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴΦ !ǎ ǎǳŎƘΣ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ǾŀǊƛŜŘ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
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kind of relationship the staff member had with students. For some (particularly the Executive 

5ƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ ŦƻǊ aŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎύ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǊƛǎƪΩ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŀƭƭ ǘƘǊŜŜ 

sets of circumstances described above.  

άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ǾŀǊȅ ŘŜǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘΣ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Ǌƻƭe we may play in college. At 

risk may be, for example, someone who hasn't gone through the full admissions 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ Ƙŀǎ ŀǊǊƛǾŜŘ ǾŜǊȅ ƭŀǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΧ ŜǊƳΣ ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅΣ ǿƘƻ ŜǊƳΣ Ƙŀǎ 

ƘŀŘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŀǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΧ ŀƴƎŜǊ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΣ ƻǊ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴ ŎŀǊŜΦΦ. in terms 

of being at risk from a corporate point of view, from a college point of view it's 

about them being at risk of not attending and therefore not achieving. Dropping 

ƻǳǘΣ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŘǊƻǇ ƻǳǘΧ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘǿƻ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ L ƭƻƻƪ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǘ Ǌƛǎƪ ǿƻǳƭŘ 

be... well, mind you, three actually... so at risk I would say predominantly would be 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΧ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜƴ ϥŀǘ Ǌƛǎƪϥ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǾƛŜǿ ǎŀŦŜƎǳŀǊŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

making sure that we keep all our learners safe so there are a number of different 

'at rƛǎƪΩέ ώ5ƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ ƻŦ aŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎϐ 

The complexity in this (abbreviated) statement by the Director for Marketing and Student 

Services echoes the complexity in identifying internal risk behaviours though the notion of 

ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘƛǎŜŘ ΨǊƛǎƪ ŀs non-ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘƛƻƴΩ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴΤ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ 

ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜŘΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴŜŘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ 5ƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜŘΥ άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ǾƛŜǿ 

ƻƴ ǘƘŀǘΦ L ǘƘƛƴƪ L ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ L ƳŜŀƴ ōȅ ŀǘ ǊƛǎƪέΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ 

ΨǊƛǎƪΩ ŀǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻƴ-completion, safety, behaviour and performance led to 

a blurring of definition which appeared to have the effect of linking any notion of vulnerability 

with risk. 

4.2. External risk behaviours 

External risk behaviours were linked to environmental factors that manifested 

themselves in terms of behaviour in college. All members of staff interviewed acknowledged 

that there were external influences that either reinforced or were the cause of a 'risk' status. 

Some of the external circumstances cited by participants included care leavers, students from 

non-traditional families, students with financial issues, domestic violence in the home, 

students with criminal records, students who were registered carers and teenage parents, but 

this is not an exhaustive list. There were also links to the personal characteristics of the 
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student such as learning difficulties, mental health issues and disabilities. If the student had 

known involvement with external agencies, this also seemed to be an immediate indication 

of risk [Head of School, Hairdressing & Beauty Therapy].  

These risk indicators manifested themselves variously in the forms of behaviours such as 

ΨƭƻƴŜƭƛƴŜǎǎΩΣ ΨŘƛǎƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ ΨŦƻǊƎŜǘŦǳƭƴŜǎǎΩΣ ΨŦŜŀǊŦǳƭƴŜǎǎΩΣ ΨŎƻƴŦǳǎƛƻƴΩΣ ΨǘŜŀǊŦǳƭƴŜǎǎΩΣ 

ΨƭŀȊƛƴŜǎǎΩΣ ΨŦŀǘƛƎǳŜΩΣ ΨŘŜ-ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ ΨŘƛǎŀŦŦŜŎǘƛƻƴΩΣ ΨŀƴƎŜǊΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŀǇŀǘƘȅΩΦ !ǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ 

common word used to describe this student of this kind was 'vulnerable'. However, some 

participants also seemed to suggest that students carried the burden of their vulnerability 

themselves, in the sense that they were somehow responsible for their circumstances and 

the consequences for achievement on their course. They 'made themselves' at risk, either due 

to external influences in their lives or because of their level of personal commitment to the 

course. 

άΦΦΦŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ȅƻǳ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǾŜŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛŦŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ǉǳǘ ǘƘŜƳ 

at risk of withdrawing from education... a student can put themselves at risk by 

what they reveal, by what they dƻέ ώ{ǘǳŘŜƴǘ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ aŀƴŀƎŜǊϐ 

Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ōŜƛƴƎ Ψŀǘ ǊƛǎƪΩ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ 

were not just 'beyond their control', but also 'beyond our όǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜΩǎύ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭϥ ώ{ǘǳŘŜƴǘ 

Services Manager]. As one lecturer put it, άΦ..just using the term 'at risk' identifies and labels 

ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŀǘ Ǌƛǎƪ ŜǾŜƴ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ L ǘƘƛƴƪέ ώ[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ мΣ !Ǌǘ ϧ 5ŜǎƛƎƴϐΦ  

4.3. Risk calculation, profit and loss 

Several participants were explicit about the institutional pressure to meet expected 

targets ŦƻǊ ǊŜǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ΨǊƛǎƪΩ ǿŀǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ 

with financial loss. Therefore, to calculate risk, they needed a way to identify it. As a result, 

vulnerability (or external risk indicators) became a way of diagnosing risk.  

ά¢ƘƻǎŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ŜǊΣ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ƛƴǎǘƛƭ όŀǎ ŀ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ ǘǳǘƻǊύ 

into tutors so that we knew when somebody was not going to be funded for some 

ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎ ŦƻǊ ƻǳǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀǘ Ǌƛǎƪέ 

[Lecturer 2, Computing & IT] 
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In some cases, this was before students had even started college. Both senior managers 

in the study stated that risk can be identified as early as enrolment through disclosures on 

their application form (such as declared convictions), mental health issues or learning 

ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎ ƻǊ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ΨŀƴȄƛƻǳǎΩ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΦ Lǘ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ 

retention and achievement caused staff to be vigilant to what they perceived as 

ΨǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩΦ CƻǊ ǎƻƳŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎŜƭŦ-conscious recognition of the dissonance they 

experienced in relation to this.  

άLƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎƛȄ ǿŜŜƪǎ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ƻǳǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ƘŀǊǎƘƭȅ L 

ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜΧ we have no choice. ²ŜΩǊŜ ŦƻǊŎŜŘ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘΦέ ώ[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ оΣ /ŀǘŜǊƛƴƎ ϧ 

Hospitality] 

The need to identify at risk students in the first six weeks of the academic term caused 

staff to work with risk on monetary terms. Within this context the risk is no longer attributed 

to the student but becomes a tool to identify where money may be lost. One participant 

linked this to changes in funding policy: 

άL ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘϥǎ ŎƻƳŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƻ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŦŦ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘΧ where 

the student's seen as a pound... so they're at risk of going, we're at risk of losing 

ƳƻƴŜȅέ ώ{ǘǳŘŜƴǘ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ aŀƴŀƎŜǊϐ 

The pressures associated with this view of risk made the definition and use of the term 

sometimes problematic: 

I think ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ŀǊŜŀǎ, curriculum areas, almost seen 

ŀǎ ōƭŀŎƪ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛǘŜΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎΧ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘŀǊƎŜǘǎ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ŜǊƳΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ 

that difficulty [Mental Health Support Tutor] 

4.4 Risk and subversion 

{ƻƳŜ ǎǘŀŦŦ ŦŜƭǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƭŜǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǊƛǎƪΩ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ǘƻƻƭ ǘƻ 

get help needed for the student and appeal to the self-interest of staff.  

άL ŦƛƴŘ ƛǘ ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ǎŀȅ ƛǘ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƴƻǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ ƛǘΦΦΦ 

if you said it to a manager, their first thought would be 'my stats'έ ώ{ǘǳŘŜƴǘ 

Services Manager] 
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άL Řƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǘŜǊƳ ǘƻ ǳǎŜΦΦΦ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘing, flagging up... 

ǘƘŀǘϥǎ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƴƎŜǊΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ Ŏŀƴ Ŧŀƭƭ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŘŀǊ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ǇƛŎƪŜŘ ǳǇέ ώ[ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 

Support Practitioner] 

In this sense, the term was necessary to ensure students were retained. The two 

members of staff above felt that the college was already losing many students who were 

never identified. For support staff, students 'at risk' were addressing 'major, major difficulties 

in their life' [Learning Support Practitioner]. However, in the context of economic risk, there 

was a general sense in the data that welfare was often subsidiary to targets. However, support 

staff were more likely to use the term only with students in the context of support and safety.  

5. Discussion and conclusion  

It has become evident through the process of analysing the interview data that 'risk' is a 

term with multiple definitions. The analysis found four key ways of accounting for risk within 

the institution: ΨƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ Ǌƛǎƪ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎΩΣ ΨŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ Ǌƛǎƪ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎΩΣ ΨǇǊƻŦƛǘ ŀƴŘ ƭƻǎǎΩ ŀƴŘ 

ΨǎǳōǾŜǊǎƛƻƴΩΦ The tensions that ŜȄƛǎǘŜŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǎ ƻŦ ΨǊƛǎƪΩ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ǿŜǊŜ ƳŀŘŜ 

explicit in the dissonance experienced by the managers and lecturers who at once had a duty 

ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƻǊ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ΨǊƛǎƪ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎΩΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ 

the interests of their course through the monitoring of profit and loss. This tension appeared 

ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ŦŜƭƭ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨǊƛǎƪΩ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǊƛǎƪΩ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǎǘŜŜǇŜŘ ƛƴ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ conflict in 

the narratives of the lecturers in particular was reflected in their self-conscious understanding 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊƻŦƛǘ ŀƴŘ ƭƻǎǎΩ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊƛǎƪΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƭƛƴƪǎ ǿƛǘƘ LƭƭǎƭŜȅ ŀƴŘ ²ŀƭƭŜǊΩǎ όнлмтΣ p. 

484) study of further education lecturers, wherŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŦƻǳƴŘ άŀ ŎƭŜŀǊ ŎƻƴǎŜƴǎǳǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ǘƻ ǎŜŎǳǊŜ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎέΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŜŎƘƻŜŘ ǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ ōȅ [ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ о ǿƘƻ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ǎǘŀŦŦ ŀǊŜ ΨŦƻǊŎŜŘΩ ǘƻ ǾƛŜǿ 

students harshly. It appeared to be this pressure that sensitised lecturers to risk indicators 

such as poor performance or low attendance, making the student vulnerable to withdrawal, 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎƛȄ ǿŜŜƪǎ άǿƘŜǊŜōȅ ŀƭƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ƴƻ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ 

must be wiǘƘŘǊŀǿƴ ƛŦ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀǾƻƛŘŜŘέ όLƭƭǎƭŜȅ ϧ ²ŀƭƭŜǊΣ 

2017, p. пулύΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ŀǊƛǎŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ΨǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭΩ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ 

ƻŦ Ǌƛǎƪ όǇǊŜŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘƭȅ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ Ǌƛǎƪ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎΩ) collides with the so-called 

ΨŎƻƭƭŜƎŜΩ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ǌƛǎƪ όΨƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ Ǌƛǎƪ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǇǊƻŦƛǘ ŀƴŘ ƭƻǎǎΩ).  
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5.1 Vulnerability as a determinant of risk 

¢ƘŜ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ΨǊƛǎƪ ŀǎ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǊƛǎƪ ŀǎ ǇǊƻŦƛǘ ŀƴŘ ƭƻǎǎΩ ƭŜŘ ǎǘŀŦŦ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ 

students as 'at risk' using a pool of specific characteristics relating to their disadvantage, either 

due to personal or environmental factors. External risk behaviours led to stereotypical views 

of students sharing similar characteristics or experiencing similar problems. Therefore, the 

Řǳǘȅ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ Ǌƛǎƪ ƭŜŀŘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨƻǘƘŜǊƛƴƎΩ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ΨǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜΩΦ 

Johnson (2005) discusses the power and influence of stereotyping in observing that 

άǎǘŜǊŜƻǘȅǇŜǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ŀƴ ƛƭƭǳǎƛƻƴŀǊȅ ŎƻǊǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘǿƻ ǳƴǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ 

poor and lazy. Negative traits are easy to acquire and hard to lose... we tend to see our own 

behaviour and judgements as common and appropriate, and to view alternative behaviour as 

ǳƴŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŀƴ ƛƴŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜέ όp. 525). Johnson goes on to explain that this kind of thinking 

can lead to 'blaming the victim', which happens when people try to attach meanings or causes 

to events. In the case of 'risk' and student drop-out in further education, staff try to seek 

explanations external to their locus of control. If the 'risk' is outside of their control, attrition 

can be justified.  

The performative nature of the further education system undermines the importance of 

relationships as transformative, by placing conditions of success or failure onto the teacher-

student relationship.  ¢ƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ΨǎŜƭŦ-ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ƭƛnked to the perceptions of risk in this 

study fuels the individualistic notion that people are to blame for their own circumstances 

(Atkins, 2017). As a result, there was also a sense in the data that the status of 'risk' was 

transient in nature; that a student could fall (or opt) in or out of the category if they did 

something to change their behaviour (in relation to attendance or achievement). However, 

the cause of the risk was often attributed to a fixed part of that student's identity: for 

example, their socio-economic background or whether they were a care-leaver. Atkins & Flint, 

(2015, p. 25) ƻōǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ άƘŜƎŜƳƻƴƛŎ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛch young people are 

ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƛƴ ŘƛǎŎǳǊǎƛǾŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƻǾŜǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭέΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ 

ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ΨǊƛǎƪΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

can then follow them throughout their learning journey. 

!ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ {ǘŜǇƘŜƴ .ŀƭƭ όнллрύΣ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ŀǳŘƛǘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ΨŘŜ-ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΩ 

ōǳǘ ΨǊŜ-ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ŀ ǎƘƛŦǘ ƛƴ ŦƻŎǳǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ǘƻ valueΦ IŜ ŀǎǎŜǊǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ 

primacy of caring relations in work with pupils and colleagues has no place in the hard world 
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ƻŦ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾƛǘȅέ ό.ŀƭƭΣ нллрΣ p. 180). In this context, the relationship between the institution 

and the student is fundamentally changed. This potentially weakens the ties that students 

have with their educators, which could reduce trust for those who do not have the social or 

cultural resources they need to navigate this system and may be more likely to fail to achieve.  

5.2 Subversion for social justice?  

It is important to note at this stage that the participants in this study were not blind to 

their obligation to support the vulnerable students under their care. The external risk 

behaviours described above were taken seriously by all of the participants who felt that risk 

also served to highlight when urgent action was needed to support students, with the aim of 

securing their long-term retention and achievement. This was particularly true of the Mental 

Health Support Tutor and the Learning Support Practitioner who it could be argued had the 

luxury of being able to construct relationships with students outside of the performative 

environment. In some ways the self-ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ΨǊƛǎƪ ŀǎ 

ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǊƛǎƪ ŀǎ ǇǊƻŦƛǘ ŀƴŘ ƭƻǎǎΩ Ŏŀƴ ƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ŘŀƳŀƎƛƴƎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ 

ΨōŜƛƴƎ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜΩ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōǾŜǊǎƛǾŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ 

demonstrated above by the Learning Support Practitioner and the Student Services Manager. 

In this sense, notions of profit and loss can be used to motivate staff members to do more to 

support and retain students who are vulnerable. However, this leverage is also restricted by 

ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ΨǇǊƻŦƛǘ ŀƴŘ ƭƻǎǎΩΣ ŀǎ ƛǘ ƳŀƴƛǇǳƭŀǘŜŘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŀ ǎŜƭŦ-

interested preoccupation with retention and achievement. Further, it is also important to 

Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǿŀǎ ƻƴƭȅ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ΨŎŜƴǎǳǎΩ ǿƛƴŘƻǿ (Illsley & Waller, 

2017), at which student numbers were centrally audited. As such, the extent to which the 

social justice concerns of staff could be successfully addressed was shaped by the rigidity of 

the performative environment.  

5.3 Limitations 

Given the small scale of this research study, the findings presented here do not seek to 

generalise the use of the term ΨǊƛǎƪΩ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎǎΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ 

ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ƘƻƳƻƎŜƴŜƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ όhΩ[ŜŀǊȅ ϧ wŀƳƛΣ нлмтύΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ 

themes which may be identifiable in similar institutions. Further, the rapid pace and change 

of Further Educatiƻƴ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǊƛǎƪΩ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ 
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how risk is mitigated within institutions. However, the mindful consideration of how various 

risks may influence student achievement and widening participation is crucial, which is why 

further study of this phenomenon is advocated.  

6. Conclusion 

The research presented here has demonstrated that risk, and its association with 

students, is problematic given the tensions in the accounts of the term described in this paper. 

The notion of risk as both an economic and social phenomenon raises significant ethical issues 

with regards to the inclusion of students in further education. The drive to identify areas of 

potential profit and loss leads to negative conceptualisations of students who may represent 

ŀ ΨǊƛǎƪΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΦ /ƻƴŦƭƛŎǘƛƴƎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ Ǌƛǎƪ ƳŀƪŜ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘ 

the difficulties presented to staff who work with so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜΩ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΦ ²Ƙƛƭǎǘ 

recognising the wider contextual issues of their lives, staff are also duty-bound to safeguard 

ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎΦ ²Ƙƛƭǎǘ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ŎŀƴΣ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ŎŀǎŜǎΣ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ ǎǳōǾŜǊǎƛǾŜ 

practices to support student retention, the notion of vulnerability as undesirable within a 

performative environment remains in need of continuous challenge.  
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Abstract 
This paper builds on my previous work in this journal (Hafiz, 2017) on the potentialities of 

prosociality as a remedy and response to widespread precarity. The aim is to ground 

prosociality in co-operative social and educational practices rooted in the conscientisation 

of social and solidarity economy. Pedagogical practices based on principles of solidarity, 

reciprocity and sustainability can be directed to the production of knowledge (and its 

associated benefits) in order to meet the basic needs of food, energy, housing, energy 

production, social caring and well-being in general. This paper deepens the account of 

prosociality by treating it as a means for cooperation to produce social infrastructures that 

have a protective function. These infrastructures provide important underpinnings of a 

universal basic security to be delivered through a social and solidarity economy. I illustrate 

this from precarity in higher education in the North-West of England with particular 

reference to the widening participation agenda. This enables me to extend the previous 

analysis by linking it to the sociospatial complexities of class in higher education and 

precarity. Specifically, I argue that class differences should be analysed in relation to a 

differential relationship to the interrelated variables of global dependence ς glocal 

potential that interact with the generative mechanisms of precarity. 

 

1. Introduction1 

This paper presents a taxonomy of precarity-security as a heuristic device to explore and 

critically interrogate recent classifications of occupational class in Britain. It proposes that 

class stratification has important sociospatial aspects and is determined by the technical and 

                                                           
1 I would like to acknowledge the assistance of Distinguished Professor Bob Jessop, Cultural Political Economy 
Research Centre, Lancaster University. This article is the result of discussions about key themes presented in 
this paper.   
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social division of labour in the local economy. This more comprehensive analysis allows for 

finer-grained analysis that highlights the multidimensional, intersectional nature of 

inequalities. This can provide guidelines for a critical education for precarity in the university 

environment. The co-creation of social value and non-ownership social infrastructure may 

protect undergraduates from crisis-induced and social-relational precarity through radical 

post-politics and self-organisation. Key principles for delivering this project include a 

commitment to social value production, non-ownership shared resources and social 

infrastructure through social co-operation, social production, the social economy, crowd 

funding, the gift economy and social giving. 

It is suggested that it is the circulatory patterns of precarity-security that significantly 

ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǳƴŘŜǊƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜǎΩ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ 

experience genuine social stability and continuing security over the life course. This analysis 

enables practitioners to imagine a critical education for precarity that integrates class as a 

crucial factor in precarity-security into critical pedagogical practice.  

Social classes have a dual relevance in social analysis. On the one hand, they are often 

opaque and complex emergent products of objective social relations of exploitation and 

domination. On the other, they are constructs that shape lived experience and identity 

formation (Reay, Crozier ŀƴŘ /ƭŀȅǘƻƴΣ нлмлύΣ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ƎǊƛŘǎ ƻǊ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘƛǾŜ ŦǊŀƳŜǎΦ Ψ[ƻǿ 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊƘƻƻŘΩ ƻǊ ΨǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŎƭŀǎǎΩ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŎƻƴƴƻǘŜǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŀƴǘŀƎƻƴƛǎƳǎΣ 

values to be upheld and restrictions to be removed (Featherstone and Griffin, 2016; Gillborn, 

2010). Lƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŀƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ŀŦƻǊŜƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ΨǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘΩ 

ŀƴŘ ΨŦƛǘǘƛƴƎ ƛƴΩ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ŦƻǊ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ƘŜǘŜǊƻƎŜƴŜƛǘȅ 

of working-class students is complex and there are many variations. However, class action in 

the learning environment must recognise a differential disadvantage based on differing levels 

of resources and support pre-and-post university. The experience of Northern 

ǳƴŘŜǊƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜǎ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ΨŦƛǎƘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǿŀǘŜǊΩ ŀƳƻƴƎ ŀ ǇǊŜǾŀƭŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ΨƭŀƛŘōŀŎƪ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩ 

(Reay et al., p. 119). Clearly, the working-class experience in higher education involves the 

student learning new ways of being and making sense of their experiences. To acknowledge 

class difference in education is to presuppose (rightly or wrongly) that students from other 

ΨŎƭŀǎǎŜǎΩ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŘŜǎƛǊŀōƭŜ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦŀǾƻǳǊ 

class mobility because they mirror, anticipate or prefigure the prestige and status of particular 
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jobs and social positions into new occupations and work identities in the knowledge-based 

economy. This makes higher education an important vector of promoting equality and 

mobilizing diversity and helps us make sense of the recent outcry over institutional racism in 

the curriculum and the academy (Bouattia, 2015; Bhopal, 2017). Race and class can seldom 

be separated without distinguishing between minority and white members of the working 

class. This is especially salient in the former industrial towns in NW England and Pennine 

[ŀƴŎŀǎƘƛǊŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻƳǇǊƛǎŜǎ ƻŦ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƻǿƴǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ΨŜȄŎƭǳŘŜŘΩ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜŘ ƻƴ 

the basis of ethnicity and/or socio-economic circumstances. All universities face the risks of 

pathologising particular class identity types, whether through government policy or through 

pedagogical practice.  

Class action in education has been valorised as promoting social mobility through lifelong 

learning (Leitch, 2006). It is argued here that in the contemporary moment political action 

towards an evening out of class disadvantage is limited to barriers to entry. In order to include 

class as a basis of critical pedagogy we need to acknowledge social relational difference and 

act against prevailing conditions that do not promote a prolonged and continuous insecurity 

over the life-course. Despite decades of policy designed to widen participation, social 

inequality in education achievement actually worsened in the UK during the 1980s and early 

1990s (Chowdry et al, 2010) and in recent times, drop-out, degree completion and degree 

class depends far more on the human capital available at the time of joining university 

(Crawford, 2014). Certainly, the barriers to entry have been somewhat equalised through 

student loans (HESA, 2018), but pre-existing social and cultural capital remain key 

determinants of translating a degree qualification into wage-security/wage-adequacy.   

Maintaining equality in the opportunities to acquire a higher qualification rely on 

favourable economic conditions and welfare support networks over the life-course pre-and-

post-university. More and more high skilled work does not provide wage-security/wage-

adequacy and therefore this work is not able to defer precarity due to pre-existing student 

debt. At the same time, shifts in welfare policy and labour markets are creating further 

insecurity for graduates. To cope with economic crisis is an essential survival skill in complex, 

networked societies that experience rapid and unpredictable social and economic 

interactions, mediated through economic policy and networked social relations. This calls for 

a conscientisation of structural vulnerabilities based on examining how the global-local are 
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interacting with the local sphere and exploring potential responses through place-and-

network based action for social production. This requires solidaristic and prosocial modes of 

thinking and behaving that inform cultural practices of co-operative exchange, social value 

production, non-ownership shared resources and social infrastructures. 

Social class relations can have different spatio-temporal depth, breadth, and horizons of 

calculation: from the longue durée of path-dependent historical legacies to short-term or 

momentary conjunctures, from local to global, and from short-term tactics to long-term 

transformative strategic goals. We need to consider all aspects to make sense of the objective 

sedimentation and tendencies in social stratification and to understand how subjective 

orientations relate to them. In summary, class remains a central sociological concept in the 

analysis of how difference poses particular challenges to outcomes-equality in the classroom, 

and is salient for the classification and understanding of the dynamics of social class in the 

21st century. Class continues to provide the analytical tools to observe social change in 

established solidarities and new identities (Savage et al., 2013; Wright, 2014).  

There can be important and politically significant disjunctions between the objective and 

subjective dimensions of class relations. At the level of subjective sense-and-meaning-

making, class and cognate terms provide shape to individual subjectivities and identities. On 

the one hand, a working-class identity is not always adopted and valorised in terms of 

earnings and assets; on the other, some actors may be unaware of class relations or, at least, 

disconnected from a concrete class identity for themselves. Others have proposed new forms 

ƻŦ ΨǇǊŜŎŀǊƛŀǘΩ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŀƴŘ ƴŜǿ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ƻǊ ΨŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǊŜōŜƭƭƛƻƴΩ ό{ǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΣ нлммΤ 

Wolfson, 2014). This provides the opportunity for social organisation of disparate identities 

into a political force for action against social conditions in the university environment. If 

occupational classification exemplifies social class and this is the basis for thinking about 

inequalities, then we exclude all those who do not fit into work type classifications and 

exclude those that may be outside the limitations of the employment relationship, e.g., the 

elite, a precariat underclass. New forms of classification of social class (e.g., Savage et al., 

2013) go further in describing and quantifying the characteristics of a particular social class, 

for instance, income and cultural capital. However, both occupational class and income-based 

classifications do not clarify the social conditions associated with each of the classes. 

Approximate distinctions made on the basis of income, jobs, education, location, cultural 
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capital and proportion of the population in the categorisation of social class need to be 

contextualised with further contributions to each classification in alternative scalar horizons, 

e.g., global-glocal. There is not enough space here to enter deeply into the sociospatial 

nuances of inequality, except to note that the use of income and wealth as the primary 

indicators for progress is a myopic approach (Therborn, 2017). The North Atlantic and 

Eurozone crises have impacted on social class structure through the structural shifts in 

occupations (cf., The UK Commission for Employment and Skills, 2014) that have precipitated 

income uncertainty for graduates.  

In classical class analysis (e.g., Marx, Weber) the focus is on the capital-labour relation 

and, for Weber, on status differences too. The lens is that of employment as (in)security and 

the basis of bargaining power or resistant-self-organisation. Their analysis documents social 

change in the social structure and class division as the industrial age in Britain was unravelling 

through its colonial interactions and the modernisation of society in general. For Marx, there 

was a sense that the world was getting smaller as transportation, communication and other 

technologies of capitalist economic practices became essential for trade and work. Today, we 

have learning and communication technology to enable the transfer of knowledge, economic, 

social and cultural goods across distances, and establish networked solidarities. In Britain, 

class analysis requires an analysis of the influence and power of the British elite, exploring 

differences in political involvement across the UK and subjective understandings of political 

efficacy and, subjective feelings of influence (Snee and Devine, 2015, p. 255). In a university 

environment such issues can be explored through the practices of a social and solidarity 

economy. 

2. Class and pedagogical practice 

Recent social, economic and political trends globally, nationally, regionally and locally 

make inequality between social groups a grave concern in Britain today. A fortiori, this makes 

class an important analytical in education and highlights the importance of pedagogical 

practices concerned with the spatial, geographic and social class differences (e.g., Giroux, 

2002, 2010, 2014). In the British context, Clemitshaw (2013) and Stevenson (2010), have 

collectively captured the 21st century momŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƛǾƛŎ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ 

has given way to the language of commercialization, privatization, and deregulation and that, 
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within the language and images of corporate culture, citizenship is portrayed as an utterly 

privatized affair that produces self-ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ όDƛǊƻǳȄΣ нллнΣ p. 425).  

In order to provide security through higher education, practitioners and students 

collectively must vocabularise and enact a Freireian language of possibility, and direct it 

towards agential potential, using cultural practices for the transformation of theory and 

practice. It is evident that neoliberalism and the effects of consumerisation of fundamental 

relations, e.g., higher education as a lifelong pursuit, are deeply rooted in a debt-based higher 

education system. In places like Blackburn, a former industrial working-class community, 

significant proportions of the population would not identify themselves by class in the 

traditional sense; of belonging to particular occupations, work-types, family histories and 

social traditions. Race and Class are inseparable due to conflictual goals of improvement 

pursued through the widening participation policy in England. Blackburn and many of the 

surrounding former industrial towns have been subject to decades of governmental action in 

educational achievement and school improvement at all stages of learning. At the same time 

the indices of deprivation continue to show that the Blackburn with Darwen borough is one 

of 20 local authority districts with the highest proportion of their neighbourhoods in the most 

deprived 10 per cent of neighbourhoods (Department of Communities and Local 

Government, 2015). 

In a locality like Blackburn access to higher education depends heavily on student finance 

loans and maintenance loans that provide an additional substantial income for students from 

disadvantaged backgrounds to supplement any earnings for other work to support a 

livelihood. At present more than £14 billion is loaned to around one million students in 

England annually. The value of outstanding loans at the end of March 2018 reached £105 

billion. The Government expects the value of outstanding loans to be around £330 billion 

(2014-15 prices) by the middle of this century. The average debt among the first major cohort 

of post-2012 students to become liable for repayment was £32,000 (Allen, Audickas and Tyler, 

2018). This will affect the graduate population in Blackburn significantly with a heavily reliant 

employment share in low paid work and service sector jobs.  In 1922-23, 9,200 students were 

awarded first degrees and 1,600 were awarded higher degrees. In 2010/11, 331,000 full-time 

students were awarded first degrees at UK universities and 182,600 (all modes) were awarded 

higher degrees (Bolton, 2012). Clearly the social class divide has in some part been bridged, if 
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entry into degree education by those from disadvantaged backgrounds is used as a measure 

or indicator. But, does a higher education still provide social mobility that delivers 

improvement in security and well-being across generations? According to the Department for 

Education (2017) 24 per cent of students in receipt of free school meals at age 15 make it to 

higher education by the age of 19, and in the South West and East Midlands regions of England 

the figure is just 15 per cent (Higher Education Policy Institute, 2018). Those graduates 

without pre-ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ άǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ōƭŀƴƪŜǘǎέ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŀƴŎŜ ŀǊŜ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ 

residing in close proximity to particular economic scalar activity (e.g., The Northern Strategy). 

To be uprooted from stable support networks is compounded by the risks of precarity, 

temporary or prolonged, without supportive networks in regional and foreign economies.    

The true measure of a higher education is in its benefits as a wider public good. I argue 

that this fundamental role of higher education production can be realised by developing a 

glocal potential, the ability to direct knowledge capital in social production activity that meets 

local basic needs. The ability to plan and cope with diverse economic crises is a prerequisite 

for graduates today. Rapid adaptations in technology, jobs and employment practices 

necessitate a regular enhancement of skills in response to shifting needs, or at least the 

stability to refine and hone existing skills. Another prerequisite for protection from precarity 

is an engagement with financial investment in lifelong learning over the life-course. Learning 

that is directed at strengthening networks of security through access to social production 

assets not sought in a critical education directed towards widening participation. Many 

graduates are working in jobs that do not require degree qualifications. Furthermore, other 

factors affect the ability to maintain a prolonged security over the life-course.     

Class action in higher education needs to be understood in the context of a deepening 

and widening retreat of state funded social protection systems, combined with employment 

insecurity and an abandonment of the standard employment contract model by employers in 

welfare capitalist states. With the erosion of supportive welfare policies that promote well-

being over the life-course, larger shares of risks from the crises from economic instability in a 

globalised economy are (re)shifting to individuals. High skilled labour is not exempt from 

existential threats from events and interactions at structural scales (global, international, 

national, regional, county). Neither are they immunised from the ontological insecurity, if 

uncertainty is experienced at the level of the individual, household and community, on a more 



PRISM 2(1) Education, Pedagogy and Class  prism-journal.blackburn.ac.uk 

89 
  

regular basis. Human labour is being displaced by automation, robotics and artificial 

intelligence combined with the major challenges of reviving growth, reforming market 

capitalism and managing technological change (The World Economic Forum, 2017).  

Traditionally, class analysis is rooted in the industrial contracts of corporatism, in the 

production and employment relations and the ownership and control of the means of 

production. In a post-industrial, welfare-averse capitalist society, class-complexity cannot be 

reduced to occupational and work identities, or some abstract ascent from one class to the 

other. Class-complexity needs to be understood as the intersectionality of the concentration 

of precarity in particular student biographies.  

The expansion of the UK higher education sector (1970-2013) has been greater than in 

most of the rest of Europe. However, occupational filtering down means that graduates are 

entering jobs that were once carried out by their non-graduate mothers and fathers. A degree 

has become a requirement for an ever-larger proportion of jobs and skills mismatches are 

leading to 4.3 million workers possessing skills and qualifications beyond the requirements of 

their employment (Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development, 2015). The number of 

non-employing businesses have increased by 112,000 with the growth being around +3% 

(Business, Innovation and Skills, 2016; New Policy Institute, 2015), which is an indication of 

contemporary production practices that will in future perpetuate precarious labour market 

experiences. The era of downward mobility is now a reality, the role of education in social 

promotion valorised in discourses of meritocracy have been exposed as cloaks for the naked 

inequality of human conditions and prospects (Bauman, 2012; Giroux, 2014; Giroux, 2015).  

In Britain the increase in students from disadvantaged and under-represented 

backgrounds entering higher education; the increase in black and minority ethnic (BAME) 

students and white boys entering higher education; improving degree attainment and 

graduate outcomes for BME students; reducing barriers for disabled students (Universities 

UK, 2016) provide policy agendas that avoid the social relational basis of disadvantage that 

some students face. Recent concern about suicides amongst the student community is 

evidenced by levels of mental illness. Mental distress and low wellbeing among students in 

higher education in the UK are increasing and are high relative to other sections of the 

population (Institute for Public Policy Research, 2017). The links between debt and mental 

health for university students are well documented (e.g., Macaskill, 2018). A critical education 
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for precarity necessitates a cǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

effects of debt and the potential strategies to limit the effects of debt over the life-course. 

Such strategies include a self-sufficiency that insulates against economic insecurity. 

3. Recent classifications of class: global dependence and glocal potential 

¢ƘŜ ../ DǊŜŀǘ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƭŀǎǎ {ǳǊǾŜȅ ό{ŀǾŀƎŜ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмоύ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

stratification has undergone change. It emphasises a class position based on income, types of 

work, education, geographic location and cultural preferences. This stratification will now be 

considered under the logic of two interrelated variables (global dependence-glocal potential) 

and will provide an integrated analysis of class for the purposes of a critical pedagogy of 

ǇǊŜŎŀǊƛǘȅΦ ! ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇǎ ŀ ŎƻƴǎŎƛŜƴǘƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ 

Ψƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩΦ ¢ƻ ōŜ ΨǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ 

transfers of knowledge capital translate to the ecological, social, economic, political and 

cultural environments. The nature of multiple interdependencies at multiscalar points of 

action and economic transactions and its effects can be studied in the locality.   

There is inherent tension but potential complementarity between two scalar logics: those 

of global dependence and glocal potential. The first highlights the multiple interdependencies 

across territories, scales, networks and places in a still emerging and changing world market, 

world of states, and global society, ranging from the local through to the global. Conversely, 

glocal potential indicates the differential scope to create conditions locally that facilitate 

integration into (or, indeed, exclusion from) the wider economic, political, and social 

environment on favourable terms. The aim is to provide security from precarity by investing 

in (enhanced) localised social infrastructures rather than engaging in a race-to-the-bottom. 

And this depends, in turn, on the development of an informed view of how the global 

environment affects the glocal potential of a locality, and to respond accordingly. 
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Using the above schema to explore the circulation of precarity-security across the new 

classifications of class, I assume that each class has a direct or indirect relationship with the 

elite position within a circle (representing those within and outside of changes in the 

circulation of precarity-security) that is squeezed into an oval due to the upward pressure 

concentrating security in the elite and established middle class positions. 

The elite position possesses and controls the most capital and creates crises by 

accumulating surplus to increase security. The ever-increasing returns (of rent, commodities, 

residential and commercial property, intellectual property rights and profit) and through the 

transfer of this capital into the globalised economy aligns the elite more or less towards a 

global-dependence. Their economic behaviour may not correspond to their nationalism or 

glocal outlook, but their security relies on making sense-and-meaning of the world through 

the finance and property markets that hosts their capital. They have a tendency towards a 

cosmopolitan and open view of the world and possess networks of security that can span 

large geographical distances. In this position, security from precarity is experienced over a 

prolonged and multi-inter-generational horizon. Existential threats and ontological insecurity 

are mitigated through a security acquired from multiple sources. The utility of glocal potential 

is only relevant when generational land ownership concerns are in play. 

The established middle class possess skills, capital and inheritance that can be transferred 

across generations, in order to defer, displace or delay precarity to a later date through 

supplementary capital acquired through minor rents (additional property and savings) and 

networked social relations, reliance on financial values or investment potentials from 

markets, along with the elite position. In this position security is more or less experienced 

over a prolonged and intergenerational horizon in a stable society. Existential threats and 

ontological insecurity are mitigated over several generations acquired through inheritance 

and savings, particularly intra-generational savings and capital, and close proximity to the 

elite position. The utility of glocal potential is relevant as they live in secure neighbourhoods 

with established social networks, possibly forged over a generation, charitable giving and 

involvement in local issues and a global-dependence through national issues. 

The technical middle-class exchange skills that are more or less required over time (but 

rely on factors like mobility, motility, regular upskilling and training). Their knowledge capital 

must follow the circulation of security from significant development opportunities within the 
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constraints of a global finance economy. The opportunity to acquire capital through housing 

is also available to this position relative to the availability of debt. Their direct economic 

interactions are mainly with the established middle class rather than the elite position. This 

risk of precarity will depend on geographical location conditions, the cost of housing-earnings 

differentials. Economic crisis may lead to temporary precarity and, if located where global 

finance may be in retreat to other locations, can lead to prolonged precarity. A balance 

between global-dependence and glocal potential is relevant as glocal potential can off-set the 

volatility of the global economy through localised and networked solidarities. Existential 

threats and ontological insecurity are deferred through proximity to the established middle 

security position. 

The affluent worker, traditional working class and precariat share a more interactive class 

position and interact with the global dependence as a goal but rely heavily on glocal potential 

for social infrastructure and non-ownership resources. Working in declining industries, 

service sector jobs in a 24/7 economy, mobile knowledge workers with newly acquired skills 

or those without skills working in emerging local industries. The risk of precarity in these class 

positions are most subject to precarity (temporary, prolonged and generational). The affluent 

worker can rely on a high income over the short-term but is still some distance away from an 

enduring security. The traditional working class are at risk of absolute precarity periodically. 

They also rely the most on glocal potential as the mechanisms of precarity can be mitigated 

at the local level through networked social relations. Precariat, without support networks, 

experience absolute and prolonged precarity more regularly, due to infrequent income. 

Existential threats and ontological insecurity for these three class positions emanate from low 

income work; household debt; political de-individuation, isolation and dealignment; income-

based poverty; lack of skills, over-qualification and a skills mismatch; declining social mobility 

and; time poverty.  

Britain is deeply divided: social and ethnic friction, fragmentation and disunity has reared 

its head in recent developments that brings a return of a marginalised white working class in 

opposition with the rest of society. Class in the classical sense is once again a point of 

discussion and analysis in British politics and policy. Politics and policy, however, are not only 

realisable in some abstract space of policy analysis or the institutions of governance but are 

also achieved through relational practices between social beings outside the parameters of 
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policy objectives. Class action in education has been a feature of politics in higher education 

for many decades now (e.g., Readings, 1997). UK widening participation policy includes 

distinct, interdependent and divergent policies across the four nations of the United Kingdom, 

broadly under a set of assumptions about the nature of educational inequalities, how they 

arise and how they should be addressed, which are grounded in notions of equality of 

opportunity and outcome. However, the higher education system operates in a global-

dependent environment characterised by increasing national and international competition 

(Donnelly and Evans, 2018) and a pressing need for evidence on widening participation 

interventions in the UK context, and nuanced interpretation and development is required to 

ensure that HEIs develop interventions appropriate to their own context (Younger et al, 2018, 

p. 29).   

The implications of recent classifications of social class to the learning environment must 

recognise that educational backgrounds influence outcomes for graduates. This is replicated 

in the different classes of universities that reproduce the differences in outcomes for 

graduates from particular backgrounds through the destinations of those graduates. The class 

structure when linked to occupational outcomes demonstrates a differentiation between 

graduates who are able or unable to achieve a prolonged security through immunisation from 

the cycles of persistent economic crises.    

4. A radical pedagogy for precarity 

Protection from precarity comes with security and a stability to make long term choices. 

A radical pedagogy for precarity requires the conscientisation of alternative futures and a 

deeper investigation of present crises in the particular locality of the university. Social action, 

political strategy and tactics are required to imagine new modes of social production, non-

ownership social infrastructures that may provide sustainable approaches to development 

and progress at a local level.  
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The Venn diagram above condenses the conditions that result from the social, ecological, 

economic, cultural or political conditions that prefigure the experience of precarity (these are 

detailed in Appendix I).  

The following seven factors (a detailed explanation is provided in Appendix II) are relevant 

and significant to understanding the experience of precarity in contemporary Britain:  

¶ Low income work 

¶ Household debt 

¶ Political individuation, isolation and dealignment 

¶ Income-based poverty  

¶ Lack of skills, over-qualification and a skills mismatch  

¶ Declining social mobility 

¶ Time poverty 

In order to explore these factors in an assessment of class, education and pedagogical 

practice both student and educator must engage in critical learning about these conditions 

and the social infrastructures required to mitigate them. The heuristic offers a device to 

observe and analyse precarity and the associated uncertainty, at the level of individuals, 
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households, communities and geographical locations. I am particularly interested in how 

precarity is affected through global-dependent investments and the sources of local 

vulnerability and how this affects the lived experience and life-chances of undergraduates, 

and the wider community.  

The disadvantage of access and outcomes in the UK widening participation agenda does 

not address the lack of particular resources and support that may have preceded and may 

Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ǎƻƳŜ ǳƴŘŜǊƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜǎΩ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅǎΦ /ƭŀǎǎ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ƛƴ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ 

equates to the absence of particular resources and support that provide pre-existing 

ontological security and this provides further advantages to defer the aforementioned factors 

that create precarity. Blackburn and the surrounding areas feature disadvantages from all if 

not most of the indices for deprivation. This locality of the university provides a classroom for 

inter/multi -disciplinary investigations to explore the experience of uncertain and insecure 

social conditions that emanate from the generative mechanisms of precarity and how such 

conditions in undergraduates can be mitigated through social infrastructures that provide 

security from crisis-induced precarity.  

As briefly discussed, the interplay among generative mechanisms is complex. Nonetheless 

each provides a basis for observation through fieldwork and a taxonomy for assessing levels 

of precarity and how they interact. Strategies to bring about social change require particular 

tactics due to the complexity of social relations. Social production of basic needs that is 

collaboratively and co-operatively organised through formal and informal structures or 

through anarchic, spontaneous, disorganised and informal depoliticised and destatised 

activism. It is necessary to elaborate on the relevance of the terms depoliticisation and 

destatisation to a discussion about class, pedagogy and education.  

Depolitisation connotes a conscientisation of political activity that makes a conscious 

effort to identify and respond to the partisanship, ideological agendas, political motivations 

that feature in class action in education, or in the macropolitics in our social relations. 

Destatisation is to establish social interactions that are exchanged between social beings 

outside of formal political and organisational processes. The accountability is in the founding 

principles of prosociality, solidarity, reciprocity and sustainability and democratic practices in 

education that are directed towards meeting local welfare needs. Clearly, education is a 

signifier of the prevailing cultural truth of a society. Higher education, in particular, is a rich 
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source of understanding about how a society values education as a lifelong endeavour. 

Depoliticisation and destatisation assume that it is the prosociality between social beings that 

facilitate further co-operative planning and action rather than established oppositional 

partisan politics in the shadow of a hierarchy of vested corporate interests.     

It has been proposed that graduates in developed capitalist welfare economies face 

uncertainty and crisis-induced precarity. Therefore, the social production of social 

infrastructure and shared resources becomes an imperative for generic education beyond 

university, an education that equips students with knowledge of the risks of skills-wage-debt 

precarity. A critical pedagogy for precarity should be centred on pedagogical praxis that 

provides a language for exploring the effects and generative mechanisms of precarity. The 

focus of this needs to be on the global-local interactions through the territorial, place, scale 

and network potentialities and vulnerabilities. The shared precarity, albeit experienced 

differentially by the educator and the student provides the scope for dialogical co-intentional 

action (Read and Leathwood, 2014).  

In order to transform mental habits and bodily practices, firstly, local solidarity-based 

associational spaces have to be created and utilised as the classroom for a radical critical 

ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅ ŦƻǊ ǇǊŜŎŀǊƛǘȅΣ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ōŜƛƴƎ Ψƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎ όǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǇǊŜŎŀǊƛǘȅ 

and insecurity) can bŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎ όŦƻƻŘ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΣ 

shared housing, access to common resources). Objective distance from reality can only be 

created when approaches to develop social value production utilise post-disciplinarity, inter-

disciplinarity, multi-disciplinarity practices in order to produce social provisioning of housing, 

food, energy and welfare in general, in exchange for time resources from graduates across 

disciplines towards social provisioning.      

In learning a common language that articulates relations of oppression and domination, 

ǿŜ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǘƻ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ΨƘǳƳŀƴΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŘŜ-ƘǳƳŀƴΩ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

encounter the problem posing or imagining of alternatives, once we think about reality in 

these terms. This is the starting point of imagining an individual biography that is a unique 

history, which is socially universal, common and shared, this being the need to sustain 

ourselves in the evolutionary sense and through productive work.  
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The widening participation agenda in the UK has merely instituted social relations that 

constitute peculiar pedagogical subjectivities and identities that presuppose the servility to 

the neoliberal logic and the centrality of this as the purpose of higher education (Readings, 

1997; Canaan and Shumar, 2008; Molesworth, Scullion and Nixon, 2011; McGettigan, 2013; 

Rapper and Olsen, 2016). The neo-liberalisation of higher education in the UK legitimises a 

higher education for employability rather than for a prolonged security over the life-course.  

In opposition to the competitive behaviour based on the logic of a neoliberal economy, 

prosociality provides the basis for learning new ways of thinking about our lives. Value 

creation through knowledge that is directed to benefit others and sustain us. Prosociality is a 

foundational construct in the imaginary of alternative economic regimes and modes of 

production. Prosociality refers to behaviours that are intended to benefit others and, are 

associated behaviours such as, empathy, co-operation, and reciprocity. Prosociality connotes 

modes of thinking, behaviours, actions, and the social and educational practices that are 

motivated to create value for others, but without the intention of manipulation, exploitation 

or domination.  

In Blackburn the escalation of food poverty is being responded to by self-organised 

foodbanks, contributed to by local residents and activists. The food bank is an exemplar of 

how self-organised forms of social activism respond to crises in a way that partisan politics or 

policy analysis cannot achieve within the time of need for more and more families. A critical 

pedagogy for precarity engages with such social conditions to understand the vulnerabilities 

we all share, albeit differentially. This conscientisation of how the global-local interacts 

provides ample research problems for engineers, sociologists and health and social care 

professionals alike.  

Conscientisation is the basic dimension of reflective action for educator and student. 

CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ όмфтоύ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƻ ŀŎǘƛon for a pedagogy of the oppressed holds utility for resistance by 

the precarious in advanced economies. Educational practices inside and outside the 

classroom that engage in a praxis of neoliberal de-socialisation, and encourage social 

production for security against future precarity. This refers to the transformation of a 

consciousness which has been historically and culturally conditioned through insecurity. The 

common language that is available to a critical pedagogy of precarity starts with an encounter 

ǿƛǘƘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ΨǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŀ ΨǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ōŀǎƛŎ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΩΦ [ƻŎŀƭ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ 
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provide opportunities to study class as a shared disadvantage and imagine the prosocial 

practices of solidarity to produce shared resources.    

5. Concluding remarks 

I have attempted to apply the precarity-security heuristic to the analysis of emerging 

social class classifications, their relevance to widening participation in UK higher education 

and critical pedagogical practice. The precarity-security heuristic has utility in giving shape to 

class experience and conditions beyond myopic classifications, particularly in a former 

industrial working-class community in NW England. The heuristic has been integrated with 

the new classes of the Great British Class Survey 2013 and provides further depth to the 

classifications in relation to the conditions and generative mechanisms of precarity-security 

in the shadow of global-dependence and glocal potential. The main contribution to critical 

pedagogical practice is in highlighting the opportunity to engage in dialogic encounters 

between practitioners and undergraduates centred on a Freireian radical pedagogical 

language of possibility of social value production, non-ownership resources and social 

infrastructures through prosocial pedagogical practices, rather than rooted in a neoliberal 

logic of competition. In conclusion, widening participation efforts need to recognise recent 

developments in the market for skills and understand local conditions in a global context to 

address issues of difference in outcomes for particular graduates. Higher education 

practitioners can contribute to addressing the issue of declining social mobility by facilitating 

a universal basic security and life-course horizons for graduates by adopting the principles of 

the social and solidarity economy in critical education. By understanding the circulation of 

precarity-security we can imagine alternative futures, social and political organisation that is 

directed to understanding local conditions, personal biographies of precarity and the 

protective factors that can insulate against the multi-dimensional forms of precarity facing 

graduates from low participation neighbourhoods.  
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