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Forthcoming in: Ellu Saar, Odd Bjørn Ure, and John Holford, eds., Lifelong Learning in Europe: 

National Patterns and Challenges Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.  

 

Chapter X 

けRenaissanceげ withﾗ┌デ EﾐﾉｷｪｴデWﾐﾏWﾐデぎ NW┘ L;Hﾗ┌ヴげゲ けLearning Ageげ 1997-2010 

 

John Holford and Thushari Welikala 

 

さTWIｴﾐｷI;ﾉ WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐが デｴﾗ┌ｪｴ ｷデ ﾏ┌ゲデ HW ;ﾐ ｷﾐデWｪヴ;ﾉ ヮ;ヴデ ﾗa ﾗ┌ヴ WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ゲ┞ゲデWﾏが ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ ;ﾐ 
alternative to non-vocational education. The latter is a universal need; but whether the 

aﾗヴﾏWヴ ｷゲ ﾐWIWゲゲ;ヴ┞ SWヮWﾐSゲ ﾗﾐ デｴW Iｴ;ヴ;IデWヴ ﾗa デｴW Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞ﾏWﾐデくざ (Ministry of 

Reconstruction 1919, p. 174) 

さTｴWヴW ｷゲ ヮWヴｴ;ヮゲ ﾐﾗ Hヴ;ﾐIｴ ﾗa ﾗ┌ヴ ┗;ゲデ WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ゲ┞ゲデWﾏ ┘ｴｷIｴ ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS ﾏﾗヴW ;デデヴ;Iデ ぐ the 

aid and eﾐIﾗ┌ヴ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ﾗa デｴW “デ;デW デｴ;ﾐ ;S┌ﾉデ WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐく ぐ Tｴｷゲ ヴ;ﾐﾆゲ ｷﾐ ﾏ┞ ﾗヮｷﾐｷﾗﾐ a;ヴ 
above science and technical instruction ... . The mental and moral outlook of free men 

studying the past with free minds in order to discern the future demands the highest 

measures which our hard-pressed finances can sustain.ざ ふWｷﾐゲデﾗﾐ Cｴ┌ヴIｴｷﾉﾉ ヱΓヵン, quoted in 

TUC 1953, p. 173) 

さES┌I;デｷﾗﾐ ｷゲ デｴW HWゲデ WIﾗﾐﾗﾏｷI ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ ┘W ｴ;┗Wくざ ふTﾗﾐ┞ Bﾉ;ｷヴ ヱΓΓΒが ケ┌ﾗデWS ｷﾐ DaEE ヱΓΓΒ, p. 9) 

 

In the British general elections of 1997 and 2001, the Labour Party under Ton┞ Bﾉ;ｷヴげゲ ﾉW;SWヴゲｴｷヮ 

achieved its largest parliamentary majorities ever に greater even than in 1945, the year generally 

ゲWWﾐ ;ゲ L;Hﾗ┌ヴげゲ ｴｷｪｴWゲデ デｷSWく L;Hﾗ┌ヴげゲ victory in 2005 was also substantial, providing a working 

majority for two prime ministers: first Blair and then, after his resignation in June 2007, Gordon 

Brown. As a result, Labour had its longest ever period in government (1997-2010).
1
 The Labour 

government of 1945-50 was responsible for デｴW H┌ﾉﾆ ﾗa Bヴｷデ;ｷﾐげゲ ┘Wﾉa;ヴW ゲデ;デW. For many of its 

supporters, 1997 was also a moment of soaring hope, bringing an end to eighteen years of 

increasingly neoliberal Conservative rule. Hopes were certainly high among those committed to 

adult education. In the event, vaulting ambitions went unrealised; achievements in lifelong learning 

were modest. In respect of adult and lifelong education, the government abandoned values which 

had previously been central to Labour thinking, and accepted policies and practices which were little 

different from those espoused by the previous Conservative administration. This chapter 

summarises what the Labour government achieved, and explains how に at a very early stage に the 

                                                           
1
 Strictly speaking, there were four Labour governments during this period: under Tony Blair (1997-2001, 2001-

05, and 2005-07), and under Gordon Brown (2007-10).  In this chapter, however, unless otherwise specified, 

デｴW デWヴﾏ けL;Hﾗ┌ヴ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげ ヴWaWヴゲ IﾗﾉﾉWIデｷ┗Wﾉ┞ デﾗ ;ﾉﾉ aﾗ┌ヴく  
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ambitions of those who sought to ensure citizenship, democracy and liberal education were key 

themes of a learning society were defeated.
2
  

In Opposition, Labour had developed expansive rhetoric on the value of education: Blair famously 

announced ｷﾐ ヱΓΓヶ デｴ;デ ｴｷゲ デｴヴWW デﾗヮ ヮヴｷﾗヴｷデｷWゲ aﾗヴ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS HW さWS┌I;デｷﾗﾐが WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS 
WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐざく David Blunkett, Labourげゲ Education spokesman from 1994 and Secretary of State for 

Education and Employment デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴﾗ┌デ Bﾉ;ｷヴげゲ aｷヴゲデ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ (1997-2001), had personal 

experience of adult education, having studied part-time to qualify for university. Prior to becoming a 

member of parliament, he had for thirteen years been a further education lecturer. He had also 

been a notably radical Leader of Sheffieldげゲ city council, and was closely associated with a number of 

thoughtful and educationally influential Labour intellectuals such as Michael Barratt Brown, the 

founding Principal of Northern College, Bob Fryer his successor, and Bernard Crick, Professor of 

Politics at Sheffield University (Taylor 2004, Fryer 2010). Fryer comments that, as the principal of a 

college established for working-class adult education, the new government に and Bﾉ┌ﾐﾆWデデげゲ 
appointment in particular に broughデ けﾏ┌Iｴ ヴWﾉｷWa ;ﾐS ｴｷｪｴ W┝ヮWIデ;デｷﾗﾐゲげ ふFヴ┞Wヴ ヲヰヰヴが ヮく ヶΓぶく 

Labourげゲ Record  

From a similar perspective, however, the actual record of the Blair governments on lifelong learning 

has been described as けpretty dismalげぎ けAゲ ゲﾗ ﾗaデWﾐ ｷﾐ デｴW ｴｷゲデﾗヴ┞ ﾗa デｴW Bヴｷデｷゲｴ L;Hﾗ┌ヴ P;ヴデ┞ ぐ 
ﾗヮデｷﾏｷゲﾏが ;ﾏHｷデｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS ｴｷｪｴ ｴﾗヮWゲ ┘WヴW ;ﾉﾉ H┌デ S;ゲｴWS ｷﾐ デｴW ┌ﾐaﾗﾉSｷﾐｪ ヮWヴｷﾗS ﾗa ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげ 
(Taylor 2009, p. 75). けO┗Wヴ;ﾉﾉがげ Taylor concluded, デｴW L;Hﾗ┌ヴ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげゲ けessential ideological 

drive, and the consequent practiceげ ｷﾐ lifelong learning policy was  

geared to human capital perspectives, within a particular version of meritocratic expansion 

and marketised welfarism. Far from being a transformative agenda for social democratic 

change, ぷデｴW ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげゲへ lifelong learning policy thus aims for the incorporation of an 

increasing number of learners into the existing free-market culture; thereby, it is argued, 

producing beneficial, wider social effects に reducing alienation, improving social cohesion 

and so on. (Taylor 2009, p. 75) 

                                                           
2
 This chapter focuses on England. Relationships between the countries of the United Kingdom are complex, 

and changed over this period. England is very much the largest country: a population of 52.2m in 2010 (84 per 

cent of UK total of ヶヲくンﾏぶき “Iﾗデﾉ;ﾐSげゲ ┘;ゲ ヵくヲﾏが W;ﾉWゲげゲ ンくヰﾏが ;ﾐS NﾗヴデｴWヴﾐ IヴWﾉ;ﾐSげゲ ヱくΒﾏ ふON“ ヲヰヱヱぶく Uﾐデｷﾉ 
1999 education in Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales fell under the Scottish, Northern Ireland and Welsh 

Offices of the UK government, which were responsible to the UK parliament. In 1999 new legislatures and 

administrations were created in Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales, to which responsibility for education 

was devolved. The UK parliament did not devolve its powers over education in England, which were the 

responsibility of the Department for Education and Employment (DfEE: this was renamed the Department for 

Education and Skills [DfES] in 2001).  On taking office in 2007, Gordon Brown divided education in England 

between two government departments, responsible, broadly speaking, for children and adults respectively: 

the Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) and the Department of Innovation, Universities and 

Skills (DIUS). In 2009 the latter was amalgamated with the Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory 

Reform to form a new Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS or DBIS). 
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Taylor based his view on a consideration of three important policy areas (skills, widening 

participation, and civic or social purpose education). On the first, skills, he suggested the Labour 

record was けﾉﾗﾐｪ ﾗﾐ ヴｴWデﾗヴｷI ;ﾐS ┗ｷゲｷﾗﾐ H┌デ ヴ;デｴWヴ ゲｴﾗヴデ ﾗﾐ SWﾉｷ┗Wヴ┞が ﾗヴ W┗Wﾐ ┗ｷ;HﾉW ゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴWゲ aﾗヴ 
SWﾉｷ┗Wヴ┞げく Citing 2004 research, he thought learning opportunities for employees had increased, but 

the actual increases in participation in training, whether on and off the jobが ｴ;S HWWﾐ けゲﾉｷｪｴデげ (Taylor 

2009, p. 75). If anything, the position deteriorated に despite frenetic policy development and 

rhetoric associated with the Leitch review (2006; see below): participation in job-related education 

and training remained pretty constant (between 28.2 per cent and 28.7 per cent) between 2001 and 

2006, but then declined quite sharply (to 27.2 per cent in 2007 and 25.6 per cent by 2010) (Aldridge 

and Tuckett 2011, p. 13). (It is, of course, probably fair to ascribe some of the post-2006 

deterioration to recession, ヴ;デｴWヴ デｴ;ﾐ デﾗ WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ふﾗヴ けゲﾆｷﾉﾉゲげ) policies に though on the same 

argument, the business cycle should take some of the credit for earlier levels of participation.) 

On the second policy area, widening participation in adult ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪが T;┞ﾉﾗヴげゲ ┗WヴSｷIデ ┘;ゲ: けデｴW ゲ;ﾏW 
ﾏｷ┝デ┌ヴW ﾗa ヴｴWデﾗヴｷI;ﾉ ;S┗ﾗI;I┞が ゲﾗﾏW ;IｴｷW┗WﾏWﾐデ H┌デ WゲゲWﾐデｷ;ﾉﾉ┞ ﾏﾗSWゲデ ヮヴﾗｪヴWゲゲげく In relation to 

higher education, the numbers particip;デｷﾐｪ ｴ;S ｷﾐIヴW;ゲWS ヴ;ヮｷSﾉ┞が H┌デ け┗Wヴ┞ ﾉ;ヴｪWﾉ┞ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ ｪヴW;デWヴ 
participation from the higher socio-WIﾗﾐﾗﾏｷI ｪヴﾗ┌ヮゲげ (Taylor 2009, p. 74). This verdict seems fair. By 

and large, different researchers have reached similar conclusions, using various data sources and 

methodologies (Bolton 2010, Stevenson and Lang 2010). The National Audit Office, drawing on a 

range of data, concluded:  

P;ヴデｷIｷヮ;デｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐ ｴｷｪｴWヴ WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐ Eﾐｪﾉ;ﾐS ぐ ﾗa ┞ﾗ┌ﾐｪ ヮWﾗヮﾉW ふヱΑ-30 year olds) has 

fluctuated from 39.2 per cent in 1999-2000 to a peak of 42.5 per cent in 2005-06. It currently 

stands at 39.8 per cent in 2006-ヰΑく ぐ Nﾗデ ;ﾉﾉ ヴWﾉW┗;ﾐデ ｪヴﾗ┌ヮゲ ｷﾐ ゲﾗIｷWデ┞ ;ヴW ヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデWS ぐ in 

ヮヴﾗヮﾗヴデｷﾗﾐ デﾗ デｴWｷヴ ヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデ;デｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐ デｴW ヮﾗヮ┌ﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ ;ゲ ; ┘ｴﾗﾉWく ぐ WﾗﾏWﾐ ;ヴW HWデデWヴ 
represented than men and those from non-white ethnic groups are better represented than 

white people. Social class remains a strong determinant of higher education participation 

with the proportion from lower socio-economic backgrounds having remained largely static 

over the past five years. White people from lower socio-economic backgrounds, both men 

and women, are the most under-represented group. (National Audit Office 2008, p. 11)  

There are, however, some indications that, so far as the social class mix of higher education is 

concerned, the situation began to improve in the ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげゲ later years: for instance, a 2009 

study of Full-time Young Participation by Socio-Economic Class (in higher education) concluded: 

over the period 2002/03 to 2007/08, full-time young participation for the top three socio-

economic classes fell from 45.2% to 41.2%, while for the bottom four socio-economic classes 

this has increased from 18.1% to 21.0%. The socio-economic class gap between these two 

participation rates has consequently narrowed by 7.0 percentage points (DBIS 2009, p. 1)
3
 

                                                           
3
 There are frequent references to the weakness of data on social class and participation. This particular 

ヴWヮﾗヴデが aﾗヴ ｷﾐゲデ;ﾐIWが IﾗﾏﾏWﾐデゲ デｴ;デ ;ゲ ｷデゲ けﾏW;ゲ┌ヴW Sヴ;┘ゲ aヴﾗﾏ ; ﾐ┌ﾏHWヴ ﾗa S;デ; ゲﾗ┌ヴIWゲ ;ﾐS デｴWヴWaﾗヴe 

Iﾗﾐデ;ｷﾐゲ ; ﾐ┌ﾏHWヴ ﾗa ┘W;ﾆﾐWゲゲWゲが ｷデ ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS HW ｷﾐデWヴヮヴWデWS I;ヴWa┌ﾉﾉ┞げ ふDBIS 2009, p. 1).  
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Higher education, though a dominating element of public expenditure on education for adults, is not 

typically regarded as lifelong learning or adult education. Taylor found Labourげゲ record on adult 

participation in learning even more disappointing, and it is hard to disagree. According to the 

National Institute of Adult Continuing Education (NIACE), the proportion of adults けcurrentlyげ 
participating in learning in 2002 (23 per cent) was the same as it had been in 1996 (i.e., in the last 

year of the previous Conservative government), though there had been a slight increase (from 17 to 

19 per cent) in the proportion who reported they had participated ﾗ┗Wヴ デｴW けﾉ;ゲデ デｴヴWW ┞W;ヴゲげく By the 

end of the Labour government in 2010, the situation remained mixed: current participation had 

actually fallen back to 21 per cent (two percentage points below the figure for the year before 

Labour came to power), although 22 per cent now reported participation during デｴW けﾉ;ゲデ デｴヴWW 
┞W;ヴゲげ (Aldridge and Tuckett 2011, p. 11).  

Disaggregating overall participation in adult learning, some more positive trends emerge. Between 

1996 and 2010, the gender gap not only narrowed but reversed: participation (current and during 

デｴW けﾉ;ゲデ デｴヴWW ┞W;ヴゲげぶ ;ﾏong men fell from 43 per cent to 41 per cent while among women it rose 

from 38 per cent to 44 per cent (Aldridge & Tuckett 2011, p. 14). In terms of social class, drawing on 

the 2004 NIACE report, Taylor commented that between 1996 and 2004, the learning divide had 

actually widened, with participation rates falling for all except the higher socio-economic groups. By 

2010 the record was better; there had been a significant increase in participation among the lower 

socio-economic classes (although to levels still well below those among the more affluent groups: 

see Table X.1). 

[Table X.1: about here] 

Three other features of Labour policy on widening participation in lifelong learning emerge from 

T;┞ﾉﾗヴげゲ ヴW┗ｷW┘. TｴW けﾗ┗Wヴ┘ｴWﾉﾏｷﾐｪ IﾗﾐIWﾐデヴ;デｷﾗﾐげ was on younger learners, particularly those aged 

18-21 (and, in higher education, on full-time students living away from home); tｴW けﾉ;ヴｪW ﾏ;ﾃﾗヴｷデ┞ ﾗa 
widening participation leaヴﾐWヴゲ ｷﾐ ｴｷｪｴWヴ WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐげ ゲデ┌SｷWS ;デ けﾉﾗ┘Wヴ ゲデ;デ┌ゲげ universities and 

colleges; and the governﾏWﾐデげゲ けﾗ┗WヴヴｷSｷﾐｪ ヮ┌ヴヮﾗゲW ｷﾐ ┘ｷSWﾐｷﾐｪ ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;デｷﾗﾐ ヮﾗﾉｷI┞げ ┘;ゲ けto enhance 

デｴW ゲﾆｷﾉﾉゲ ﾉW┗Wﾉゲ ｷﾐ デｴW ┘ﾗヴﾆaﾗヴIW デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ ┗ﾗI;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ デヴ;ｷﾐｷﾐｪげく  He comments, in relation to the last 

point, that  

This perspective omits any recognition that there is a need to enable more and different 

learners to have access to a liberal and critical education; nor does it allow any collective or 

community notion of education に ｷデ ;ゲゲ┌ﾏWゲ ;ﾐ WﾐデｷヴWﾉ┞ ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉｷゲデｷI ふ;ﾐS けﾏ;ヴﾆWデｷゲWSげぶ 
frame of reference. (Taylor 2009, p. 75) 

This limitation also applied to T;┞ﾉﾗヴげゲ third policy area, civic or social purpose educationく Tｴｷゲ ｴ;ゲ けa 

long historyげ in British (and perhaps particularly English) adult education, けaヴﾗﾏ デｴW けM;ﾐゲHヴｷSｪW;ﾐげ 
[see below] ethos of education for personal enlightenment and development, to socialist and other 

radical に often community orientated に provisionげ. L;Hﾗ┌ヴ ｪ;┗W けrhetorical recognition in at least 

some government papers and policy statementsげ to the importance of さﾉｷHWヴ;ﾉ ;S┌ﾉデ WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐざ and 

associated themesげが thought T;┞ﾉﾗヴが ;ﾐS けa fewげ programmes (such as the Neighbourhood Renewal 

Initiativeぶ ｴ;S けa real base in community development perspectivesげ (Taylor 2009, p. 75). 

Unfortunately, these were  
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very much the exceptions. Exhortations to even modest and moderate liberal perspectives 

are rare, sotto voce, and very largely rhetorical: ぐ through the period [1997-2010] this 

element has been consistently sidelined. (Taylor 2009, p. 75) 

In sum, the Labour governments of 1997-2010 brought rhetoric aplenty, especially on the need for 

lifelong learning; and a good deal of new policy too. They also brought many new mechanisms and 

structures for delivery: funding agencies and systems, targets, and the like. The cult of institutional 

けﾏﾗSWヴﾐｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐげ sometimes seemed デ;ﾐデ;ﾏﾗ┌ﾐデ デﾗ ; けヮWヴﾏ;ﾐWﾐデ ヴW┗ﾗﾉ┌デｷﾗﾐげ of institutions. There 

were also broader policy priorities which had a significant impact on the policy and practice 

environment, and on the language of debate, in lifelong learning. For example, a Social Exclusion 

Uﾐｷデが Wゲデ;HﾉｷゲｴWS ｷﾐ ヱΓΓΑ ふ;ﾐS ﾉ;ゲデｷﾐｪ ┌ﾐデｷﾉ ヲヰヰヶぶが ヮヴﾗﾏﾗデWS けゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ｷﾐIﾉ┌ゲｷﾗﾐげ ;Iヴﾗゲゲ ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ ;ヴW;ゲき and 

けIｷデｷ┣Wﾐゲｴｷヮげ に ﾗaデWﾐ け;Iデｷ┗W Iｷデｷ┣Wﾐゲｴｷヮげ に became an important priority in certain areas (Millner 

2008). These made discussion more civilised. But if one turns from rhetoric, language and policy 

debate to delivery and impact, the record disappoints; and in particular it disappoints from 

perspectives informed by traditions of social democracy and liberal adult education. 

 

English Adult Education: Enlightened Traditions 

How were the high hopes dashed? Explanations can be found at a number of levels. It is true, of 

course, as Rizvi and Lingard argue, that ; けヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴ ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ｷﾏ;ｪｷﾐ;ヴ┞ ﾗa ｪﾉﾗH;ﾉｷ┣;デｷﾗﾐが ﾐ;ﾏWﾉ┞ 
neoliberalism, has underpinned educational policy shifts around the world over the last two 

SWI;SWゲげ ふヲヰヱヰが ヮく ヱΒヴぶく Even while hopes remained high, Boshier saw the entire policy notion of 

lifelong learning which emerged in the mid-1990s ;ゲ けｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐ ヴWゲﾗ┌ヴIW SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ ｷﾐ Sヴ;ｪげ (1998, 

p. 4) に in contrasデ デﾗ デｴW Hヴﾗ;SWヴが ﾏﾗヴW ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐWが IﾗﾐIWヮデ ﾗa けﾉｷaWﾉﾗﾐｪ WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐげ aﾗ┌ﾐS ｷﾐ デｴW Faure 

Report (1973). Field (2006) presents a more nuanced account of the emergence and growth of 

lifelong learning as a concept; but intensifying globalisation and the need to respond to rapid 

economic change sit at its heart. Different kinds of explanation are to be found in political sociology. 

Michels (1916) would hardly have been surprised that Labour leaders supported the status quo. 

From similar positions, Miliband (1973), Coates (1975, 2000, 2003) and Panitch (1976) developed a 

socialist critique of the British Labour Party as never more than け; ヮ;ヴデ┞ ﾗa ﾏﾗSWゲデ ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ヴWaﾗヴﾏ ｷﾐ ; 
I;ヮｷデ;ﾉｷゲデ ゲ┞ゲデWﾏ ┘ｷデｴｷﾐ ┘ｴﾗゲW IﾗﾐaｷﾐWゲ ｷデ ｷゲ W┗Wヴ ﾏﾗヴW aｷヴﾏﾉ┞ ;ﾐS H┞ ﾐﾗ┘ ｷヴヴW┗ﾗI;Hﾉ┞ ヴﾗﾗデWSげ 
(Miliband 1973, p. 376). On this basis, as capitalism evolves, so the Labour Party adapts, but always 

ｷﾐ ; けa┌ﾐIデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉげが ゲ┌ヮヮﾗヴデｷ┗W ┘;┞.  

The specific form this took in the mid-1990s was けヴWHヴ;ﾐSingげ ;ゲ けNW┘ L;Hﾗ┌ヴげ after Tony Blair 

became party Leader in 1994.  Initially for electoral reasons (Labour had lost four successive general 

WﾉWIデｷﾗﾐゲが ;ﾐS ┘ﾗﾐ ﾐﾗ Iﾗﾐ┗ｷﾐIｷﾐｪ ﾏ;ﾃﾗヴｷデ┞ ゲｷﾐIW ヱΓヶヶぶが けNW┘げ L;Hﾗ┌ヴ aｷヴﾏﾉ┞ Sｷゲデ;ﾐIWS ｷデゲWﾉa aヴﾗﾏ 
けﾗﾉSげ L;Hﾗ┌ヴく B┌デ ;ゲ Bﾉ;ｷヴ ヮ┌デ ｷデ ｷﾐ ｴｷゲ M;┞ ヱΓΓΑ ┗ｷIデﾗヴ┞ ゲヮWWIｴが デｴｷゲ ┘;ゲ ﾐﾗデ ﾏWヴWly an electoral 

ゲデヴ;デWｪ┞ぎ けwe ran for office as New Labour, we will govern as New Labourげく Tｴｷゲ けNW┘ L;Hﾗ┌ヴげ 

emphatically rejected the idea that the state should use old-style statist social democratic 

methods to regulate the market. Instead economic policy had to empower and liberalise the 

market, not restrict or limit it; the free market, now more than ever, was the means to 

ゲWI┌ヴW L;Hﾗ┌ヴげゲ ヴWaﾗヴﾏｷゲデ WﾐSゲく ぐ NW┘ L;Hﾗ┌ヴげゲ WIﾗﾐﾗﾏｷI ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ aWﾉﾉ ┘ｷデｴｷﾐ デｴW ゲｴ;Sﾗ┘ I;ゲデ 
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H┞ Tｴ;デIｴWヴｷゲﾏが ぷ┘ｴｷIｴ ｴ;Sへ ぐ ヮヴｷﾗヴｷデｷゲWS ぐ デｴW ﾏ;ヴﾆWデ ｷﾐ デｴW ｪﾗ┗Wヴﾐ;ﾐIW ﾗa デｴW WIﾗﾐﾗﾏ┞き 
privatised and commercialised much of the state sector; marketised a great deal of state-

centred activity; boosted financial capital over manufacturing; built a flexible labour market; 

ぐ ;ゲゲWヴデWS ﾉWｪｷゲﾉ;デｷ┗W Iﾗﾐデヴﾗﾉ ﾗ┗Wヴ デヴ;SW ┌ﾐｷﾗﾐゲき ぷ;ﾐSへ ぐ デｴWヴWH┞ ｴWﾉヮWS a┌ヴデｴWヴ ヴﾗﾗデ ヮヴﾗ-

market, anti-corporatist, anti- (political) trade unionist, anti-public enterprise attitudes into 

British political life (Heffernan 2011, p. 165).  

From such perspectives, we need hardly be surprised by the docile and market-oriented character of 

the Labour governmentげゲ policies on lifelong learning: by its acceptance of the general international 

デヴWﾐSが ヴ;デｴWヴ デｴ;ﾐ デｴW SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ ﾗa ;ﾐ┞ けSWﾏﾗIヴ;デｷI ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉｷゲデげ ;ﾉデWヴﾐ;デｷ┗Ws に though 

disappointment that the policies were so ineffective, even in their own terms, must remain.  Yet 

though we may not be surprised by the Labour governmentげゲ ヴWIﾗヴS ﾗﾐ ﾉｷaWﾉﾗﾐｪ ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪが ｷデ ヴWﾏ;ｷﾐゲ 
a dismal one; and we should perhaps reflect briefly on the distance Labour thinking on lifelong 

learning had travelled. Policy development for a learning society in England could have drawn on 

rich traditions in further and higher education, and perhaps especially in adult education. During the 

twentieth century, these traditions had been particularly strongly entwined with the politics, 

ideology and thinking of the labour movement, though they had also been widely endorsed on the 

political right. 

TｴW ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮ HWデ┘WWﾐ Bヴｷデ;ｷﾐげゲ ﾉ;Hﾗ┌ヴ ﾏﾗ┗WﾏWﾐデ ;ﾐS WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐ ┘;ゲ IﾉﾗゲWが ;ヴｪuably symbiotic, 

especially through the first half of the twentieth century. TｴW WﾗヴﾆWヴゲげ ES┌I;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ AゲゲﾗIｷ;デｷﾗﾐ 
(WEA) - formed in 1903, just three years after the Labour Party に thought of itself as け; ヮ;ヴデﾐWヴゲｴｷヮ 
ﾗa ﾉ;Hﾗ┌ヴ ;ﾐS ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪげ ふCﾗﾉW ヱΓヵンが J;Iﾆson n.d.) Many of the most influential twentieth century 

Labour politicians studied or taught in WEA classes. When the 1945-51 Labour government enacted 

much of Bヴｷデ;ｷﾐげゲ け┘Wﾉa;ヴW ゲデ;デWげが ﾗﾐW I;HｷﾐWデ ﾏWﾏHWヴ ┘;ゲ WEA ┗ｷIW ヮヴWゲｷSWﾐデが and fourteen other 

ministers (including the Chancellor of the Exchequer), were WEA tutors, former tutors, or executive 

committee members. Fifty-six members of parliament were active WEA tutors or students. (Stocks 

1953, p. 143) Tｴｷゲ ヮヴﾗ┗WS デｴW WEAげゲ ｴｷｪｴWゲデ デｷSWき H┌デ ｷデ ┘;ゲ H┞ ﾐﾗ means the end of its influence. 

T┘ﾗ ﾗa デｴW L;Hﾗ┌ヴ P;ヴデ┞げゲ Iﾗﾏﾏ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ヮﾗゲデ-war figures (Hugh Gaitskell, Leader 1957-62, and Neil 

Kinnock, Leader 1983-1992) had taught extensively for the WEA before entering parliament.  Of 

Tony Bﾉ;ｷヴげゲ aｷヴゲデ I;HｷﾐWデが ‘ﾗHｷﾐ Cook (Foreign Secretary) and Ron Davies (Secretary of State for 

Wales) had each been full-time WEA tutors for four years (Cook 2007, Davies 2011), while Gordon 

Bヴﾗ┘ﾐげゲ L;Hﾗ┌ヴ P;ヴデ┞ ;ﾐS ヮWヴゲﾗﾐ;ﾉ ┘WHゲｷデWゲ ゲデ;デW デｴ;デ ｴｷゲ けfirst job after graduating [from university] 

was as a lecturer for the Workers [sic.] Educational Associationげ ふBヴﾗ┘ﾐ ヲヰヱヲぶ. 

The WEAげゲ origins were ;ゲ ;ﾐ ;ゲゲﾗIｷ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ゲデ┌SWﾐデゲ ｷﾐ ┌ﾐｷ┗Wヴゲｷデ┞ けデ┌デﾗヴｷ;ﾉ Iﾉ;ゲゲWゲげ aﾗヴ ;S┌ﾉデゲが ;Iデｷﾐｪ 
as a pressure group on universities and government to devote resources to the education of working 

class adults and children. What its founder に Albert Mansbridge に and early members valued above 

all was liberal educationく Tｴｷゲ ┘;ゲ けデヴ┌W WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐげ: iデ けSｷヴWIデﾉ┞ ｷﾐS┌IWゲ デｴﾗ┌ｪｴデが ┘ｴｷIｴ ヮWヴﾏW;デWゲ デｴW 
┘ｴﾗﾉW ﾗa ゲﾗIｷWデ┞げく In contrast, most education provided to the working classes promoted only 

け┌ﾐデｴｷﾐﾆｷﾐｪ ;Hゲﾗヴヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa a;Iデゲげが ヮ┌デデｷﾐｪ ヮWﾗヮﾉW け;デ デｴW ﾏWヴI┞ ﾗa デｴW ﾗヮｷﾐｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW ｴﾗ┌ヴが ｴﾗ┘W┗Wヴ 
ｷヴヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲｷHﾉWげが ;ﾐS ﾉW;┗ｷﾐｪ デｴWﾏ ゲ┌ゲIWヮデｷHﾉW デﾗ けaﾉｷｪｴデゲ ﾗa ﾏWヴW ヴｴWデﾗヴｷIくげ ふM;ﾐゲHヴidge 1944, p. 1) 

Liberal education for adults was thus vital not only for the individual but for the common good に for 

SWﾏﾗIヴ;I┞ ;ﾐSが ｷﾐ デﾗS;┞げゲ デWヴﾏｷﾐﾗﾉﾗｪ┞が ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ IﾗｴWゲｷﾗﾐく 
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Partly because of デｴW WEAげゲ close association with the labour movement, the necessity of liberal 

adult education became an accepted tenet of policy in England from the First World War to the 

ヱΓΒヰゲく Iﾐ ヱΓヱΒ け;S┌ﾉデ WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐげ ┘;ゲ SWaｷﾐWS ｷﾐ ﾉWｪｷゲﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ ;ゲ けゲ┌HﾃWIデゲ ﾗa ｪWﾐWヴ;ﾉ ;ゲ SｷゲデｷﾐIデ aヴﾗﾏ 
vocationaﾉ WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐげ ふ“‘O ヱΓヱΓが ヮく ンヱぶが ;ﾐS over the years the term developed connotations of 

けゲヮWIｷaｷI;ﾉﾉ┞ ﾉｷHWヴ;ﾉ WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐげ ふJ;ヴ┗ｷゲ ヲヰヰヴが ヮく ヴヴぶく Cｴ┌ヴIｴｷﾉﾉげゲ assertion of the importance of liberal 

adult education, quoted in part at the start of this chapter, shows it was valued on the Right as well 

as the Left for its political role に sustaining national identity and values に as well as for what it 

offered to individuals. LｷHWヴ;ﾉ ;S┌ﾉデ WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐ ｴ;S ; ゲデヴﾗﾐｪ Wデｴﾗゲ ﾗa けゲWヴ┗ｷIWげ; its leading intellectuals 

having been strongly influenced by the Oxford idealism of T.H. Green and Benjamin Jowett, which 

けWﾉW┗;デWぷWへ ヮ┌HﾉｷI ゲWヴ┗ｷIWが ┘ｴWデｴWヴ デﾗ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデが WﾏヮｷヴWが Iｴ┌ヴIｴ ﾗヴ Iﾗﾏﾏ┌ﾐｷデ┞が ;ゲ デｴW ｴｷｪｴWゲデ 
WデｴｷI;ﾉ ;ﾐS ヮヴﾗaWゲゲｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ｷﾏヮWヴ;デｷ┗Wげ ふGﾗﾉSﾏ;ﾐ ヲヰヰヰが ヮく 299; see also Steele 1994). Churchillげゲ ヮ;W;ﾐ 
continued: 

I have no doubt myself that a man or woman earnestly seeking in grown-up life to be guided 

to wide and suggestive knowledge in its largest and most uplifted sphere will make the best 

of all the pupils in this age of clatter and buzz, of gape and gloat. The appetite of adults to be 

shown the foundations and processes of thought will never be denied by a British 

Administration cherishing the continuity of our Island life. (Churchill 1953, p. 173) 

Until the late 1980s all governments endorsed and funded liberal adult education. The rationale is to 

HW aﾗ┌ﾐS ｷﾐ ; ヮ;ヴ;ｪヴ;ヮｴ aヴﾗﾏ デｴW Iﾉ;ゲゲｷI ヴWヮﾗヴデ ﾗa デｴW Mｷﾐｷゲデヴ┞ ﾗa ‘WIﾗﾐゲデヴ┌Iデｷﾗﾐげゲ AS┌ﾉデ ES┌I;デｷﾗﾐ 
Committee に ; ヮ;ヴ;ｪヴ;ヮｴ ケ┌ﾗデWS ;ゲ けW┗Wﾐ ﾏﾗヴW ヴWﾉW┗;ﾐデ デﾗS;┞げ H┞ デｴW Russell Committee 

(Department of Education and Science 1973, p. 4): 

We do not wish to underrate the value of increased technical efficiency or the desirability of 

increasing productivity; but we believe that a short-sighted insistence upon these things will 

defeat its object. We wish to emphasise the necessity for a great development of non-

technical studies, partly because we think that it would assist the growth of a truer 

conception of technical education, but more especially because it seems to us vital to 

provide the fullest opportunities for personal development and for the realisation of a 

higher standard of citizenship. Too great an emphasis has been laid on material 

considerations and too little regard paid to other aspects of life. (Ministry of Reconstruction 

1919, p. 153; Department of Education and Science 1973, p. 4) 

Later government reports endorsed the importance of liberal adult education. けTｴW ┘ｴﾗﾉW ヴ;ﾐｪW ﾗa 
evidenceげ IﾗﾐゲｷSWヴWS H┞ デｴW AゲｴH┞ CﾗﾏﾏｷデデWW (which included Prime Minister Winston Churchillげゲ 
comments, quoted above), ┘;ゲ けunanimﾗ┌ゲげ that liberal adult education ┘;ゲ けゲデｷﾉﾉ WゲゲWﾐデｷ;ﾉげ (Ministry 

of Education 1954, p. 33)ぎ け;S┌ﾉデ WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐ ゲデ┌SWﾐデゲ ヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデ ｷﾐ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ デﾗ デｴW Iﾗﾏﾏ┌ﾐｷデ┞ ;デ ﾉ;ヴｪW 
a social and intellectual asset the loss of which would be deplorable; and we put on record our hope 

デｴ;デ デｴWｷヴ ｪWﾐ┌ｷﾐW WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ﾐWWSゲ ┘ｷﾉﾉ ﾐW┗Wヴ ｪﾗ ┌ﾐa┌ﾉaｷﾉﾉWS デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ ﾉ;Iﾆ ﾗa a┌ﾐSゲげ ふMinistry of 

Education 1954, p. 34). 

The character of liberal adult education, and the depth of its connections with Labour thinking, can 

be seen in two rather different post-war contributions. The first is from the Marxist literature and 

cultural critic, Raymond Williams. After fifteen years teaching WEA classes, he wrote an Open Letter 

to W.E.A. Tutors in the early 1960s (Williams, n.d.) The Association, he wヴﾗデWが けｴ;ゲ ;ﾉ┘;┞ゲ ゲデﾗﾗS aﾗヴ 
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the principle that ordinary people should be highly educated, as an end justifying itself and not 

ゲｷﾏヮﾉ┞ ;ゲ ; ﾏW;ﾐゲ デﾗ ヮﾗ┘Wヴくげ Many people, at that time, thought that as secondary schools 

expanded, the need for adult education would decline: けデｴW W┝IWヮデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ﾏｷﾐS ｷﾐ デｴW ヮﾗﾗヴ a;ﾏｷﾉ┞げ 
would be けspotted young, and くくく ｪｷ┗Wﾐ ; ヴW;ﾉ Iｴ;ﾐIWげ. But, wrote Williams:  

デｴｷゲ ┘;ゲ ﾐW┗Wヴ ;デ デｴW ｴW;ヴデ ﾗa デｴW WくEくAくげゲ ヮ┌ヴヮﾗゲWく Oa Iﾗ┌ヴゲW デｴW W┝IWヮデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ﾏｷﾐSゲ ﾏ┌ゲデ 
get their chance, but what about everyone else? Are they simply to be treated as rejects? 

The W.E.A. stands for an educated democracy, not for a newly mobile and more varied elite. 

(Williams n.d.) 

The second contribution is from the Russell Report (DES 1973). Despite a background of expanding 

opportunities both at school and in higher education, which led them to expect demand for adult 

education to increase, they foresaw けﾉ;ヴｪW ;ヴW;ゲ ﾗa ┌ﾐﾏWデ ﾐWWSが WゲヮWIｷ;ﾉﾉ┞ ;ﾏﾗﾐｪ デｴﾗゲW ﾉｷデデﾉW 
デﾗ┌IｴWS H┞ デｴW ヮヴWゲWﾐデ ヮヴﾗ┗ｷゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ;S┌ﾉデ WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐげ. TｴW け┌ヴｪWﾐI┞ ﾗa デｴWゲW ┌ﾐﾏWデ ﾐWWSゲげ ┘;ゲ ﾉｷﾆWﾉ┞ 
デﾗ けゲｴ;ヴヮWﾐげ. In addition: 

The attainment of an acceptable quality of life for all and the development of a free, 

democratic society require that these demands and needs be met. (DES 1973, p. 3) 

The quarter century between the Russell Report and the election of the first Blair government was, 

of course, largely filled by eighteen years of (increasingly neoliberal) Conservative government (and 

Labour defeat). Liberal adult education, ﾐﾗデ デﾗ ﾏWﾐデｷﾗﾐ ‘┌ゲゲWﾉﾉげゲ IﾗﾐIWヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa け┌ﾐﾏWデ ﾐWWSゲげ ;ﾐS 
the social priorities they implied,  came under considerable criticism. The chief agents of the assault 

lay, of course, on the political Right に notably Keith Joseph, Secretary of State for Education 1981-86, 

often seen as one of the most powerful ideologues of neoliberal thinking in Britain, who saw 

けWducation as central to Britain's economic plightげが ┘;ゲ ゲデヴﾗﾐｪﾉ┞ IヴｷデｷI;ﾉ ﾗa ┘ｴ;デ ｴW I;ﾉﾉWS Bヴｷデ;ｷﾐろゲ 
け;ﾐデｷ-WﾐデWヴヮヴｷゲW I┌ﾉデ┌ヴWげ, and けrelished the idea of challenging it at its hearデげ ふH;ヴrison 2004). But 

there were also critics on the Labour side: liberal adult education was by no means the main target 

of (Labour Prime Minister) J;ﾏWゲ C;ﾉﾉ;ｪｴ;ﾐげゲ ‘┌ゲﾆｷﾐ College speech (1976), for instance; but he may 

well have regarded some collateral damage to it as acceptable.  

 

The けLearning Revolutionげ Betrayed 

The early months of the new Labour government saw a flexing of adult WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐげゲ ｷﾐデWﾉﾉWIデ┌;ﾉ and 

political muscles. Within three weeks of taking office as the new Secretary of State for Education and 

Employmenデ ｷﾐ M;┞ ヱΓΓΑが D;┗ｷS Bﾉ┌ﾐﾆWデデ ;ﾐﾐﾗ┌ﾐIWS ｴW ┘;ゲ aﾗヴﾏｷﾐｪ け; ﾐW┘ AS┗ｷゲﾗヴ┞ Gヴﾗ┌ヮ ﾗﾐ 
AS┌ﾉデ ;ﾐS Cﾗﾐデｷﾐ┌ｷﾐｪ ES┌I;デｷﾗﾐげが デﾗ HW chaired by Professor Bob Fryer.

4
 Fryer had long experience of 

and commitment to liberal adult education. The committee was to けｪｷ┗W ┌ゲ [i.e., ministers] advice as 

we prepare a White Paper later in the ye;ヴげ ふDaEE ヱΓΓΑ;ぶく Two months later its membership and 

terms of reference were announced.  Members included two WEA officials, representatives of the 

BBC and the Trades Union Congress, six distinguished academics with deep knowledge of liberal or 

                                                           
4
 The group, sometimes referred to as the Fryer Committee, was also known by its initials, NAGCELL (National 

Advisory Group on Continuing Education and Lifelong Learning).  
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social purpose adult education, as well as representatives of further education, local education 

authorities and business.
5
 The group would けｴ;┗W ; Iヴ┌Iｷ;ﾉ ヴﾗﾉW ｷﾐ ;S┗ｷゲｷﾐｪ デｴW Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWnt as we 

prepare to publish our Lifelong Learning White Paper in the Autumn [of 1997]げ (DfEE 1997b). Its 

terms of reference were: 

To advise the Secretary of State on matters concerning adult learning as required, and with 

particular reference to extending the inclusion in lifelong and work-based learning to those 

groups and individuals whose increased participation will contribute to improvements in 

employability, regeneration, capacity building, economic efficiency, social cohesion, 

independent living and citizenship generally; and to make proposals in respect of: 

ひ the preparation of a Government White Paper on Lifelong Learning; 

ひ the strengthening of family and community learning; 

ひ the contribution of further and higher education to adult learning, having regard to 

relevant recommendations of the Kennedy Committee on widening participation in 

further education and the national Committee of Inquiry into the future of higher 

education [two other government committees which had recently reported]; 

ひ initiatives for development in the context of the University for Industry; and 

ひ the development of learning towns and cities. (NAGCELL 1997, p. 92) 

The Advisory Group issued its first report in November 1997, recommending け; I┌ﾉデ┌ヴW ﾗa ﾉｷaWﾉﾗﾐｪ 
ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪ aﾗヴ ;ﾉﾉげが and specifically: 

ひ ; けゲデヴ;デWｪｷI aヴ;ﾏW┘ﾗヴﾆ aﾗヴ デｴW ヮヴﾗﾏﾗデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ﾉｷaWﾉﾗﾐｪ ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪげが デﾗ ヴWヮﾉ;IW W┝ｷゲデｷﾐｪ 
fragmented and incomplete arrangements; 

ひ ; けa┌ﾐS;ﾏWﾐデ;ﾉ Iｴ;ﾐｪW ｷﾐ ;デデｷデ┌SWげが H;ゲWS ﾗﾐ ; ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ヮ┌HﾉｷIｷデ┞ I;ﾏヮ;ｷｪﾐ; 

ひ け┘ｷSWﾐｷﾐｪ ;ﾐS SWWヮWﾐｷﾐｪ ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;デｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS ;IｴｷW┗WﾏWﾐデ ｷﾐ ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪげが ｷﾐ┗ﾗﾉ┗ｷﾐｪ ﾏﾗSｷaｷWS 
a┌ﾐSｷﾐｪ ;ヴヴ;ﾐｪWﾏWﾐデゲ ;ﾐS けゲ┞ゲデWﾏ;デｷI ﾗ┌デヴW;Iｴ ;ﾐS SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ ┘ﾗヴﾆげ; 

ひ けｷﾐIヴW;ゲWS Wﾏヮｴ;ゲｷゲげ ﾗﾐ けデｴW ｴﾗﾏWが Iﾗﾏﾏ┌ﾐｷデ┞ ;ﾐS ┘ﾗヴﾆヮﾉ;IW ;ゲ ﾆW┞ ヮﾉ;IWゲ ﾗa ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪげぎ  
デｴｷゲ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS ﾏ;ﾆW ┌ゲW ﾗa けｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉ ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデゲげ ;ﾐS the University for Industry; 

ひ simplification throughout the system, making it easier for learners to take up and 

continue lifelong learning; 

ひ HWデデWヴ けヮ;ヴデﾐWヴゲｴｷヮ ;ﾐS ｪヴW;デWヴ Iﾗﾉﾉ;Hﾗヴ;デｷﾗﾐげ ;デ ヴWｪｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ;ﾐS ﾉﾗI;ﾉ ﾉW┗Wﾉゲ; 

ひ improved information and advice, incorpﾗヴ;デｷﾐｪ ; けﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪ ｴWﾉヮﾉｷﾐWげ; 
ひ better information to enable target-setting for specific economic sectors; 

ひ WaaWIデｷ┗W ｴ;ヴﾐWゲゲｷﾐｪ ﾗa けﾐW┘ デWIｴﾐﾗﾉﾗｪｷWゲ ﾗa Iﾗﾏﾏ┌ﾐｷI;デｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS ｷﾐaﾗヴﾏ;デｷﾗﾐげが ｷﾐIﾉ┌Sｷﾐｪ 
broadcasting; 

ひ ﾗ┗Wヴ デｴW aﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ aﾗ┌ヴ ┞W;ヴゲ ﾗヴ ゲﾗが けゲデep-by-step to increase the total volume of funding 

deployed to support lifelong learning by Government, other public authorities, 

Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲが Iｴ;ヴｷデ;HﾉW HﾗSｷWゲ ;ﾐS ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉゲ デｴWﾏゲWﾉ┗Wゲげ ふNAGCELL ヱΓΓΑが ヮヮく 3-10). 

This was a substantial agenda for change (though by no means beyond criticism:  see e.g. Jarvis et al. 

1998, for a critique by other adult educators); and a short summary does not do justice to its 

                                                           
5
 For NAGCELL membership, which changed a little, see DfEE 1997b, NAGCELL 1997, and NAGCELL 1999. 
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creativity and imagination. Quite quickly, however, significant opposition mobilised within 

government. The white paper was delayed. Then, The Times Educational Supplement (TES) reported 

(6 February 1998): 

The delayed White Paper on lifelong learning has been finally torn up, leaving Government 

plans to support education from cradle to grave in tatters.  David Blunkett ... still backs the 

lifelong learning proposals.  However, the Treasury wants no more open-ended cash 

commitments before its comprehensive spending review.  Mr Blunkett promised the White 

Paper last May, as the centre-piece of the new GovernﾏWﾐデげゲ IﾗﾏﾏｷデﾏWﾐデ デﾗ ﾉｷaWﾉﾗﾐｪ 
learning.  But publication was postponed at least nine times as civil servants and task groups 

struggled to make coherent a wide range of commitments to education and industry. ... 

A range of promises which would have meant extra cash for further and adult education 

have now been pushed down the political agenda.  The White Paper - which was to have 

been published next Tuesday - will be replaced by a series of consultation documents, 

IﾗﾐIWﾐデヴ;デｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐ デｴW Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげゲ aﾉ;ｪゲｴｷヮ ヮroposals affecting industry. (Nash 1998a) 

TｴW ゲ;ﾏW ;ヴデｷIﾉW Iﾉ;ｷﾏWS デｴ;デ デｴW ┘ｴｷデW ヮ;ヮWヴ ｴ;S HWWﾐ け;デ デｴW ヮヴｷﾐデWヴゲ くくく ┘ｴWﾐ デｴW ヮﾉ┌ｪ ┘;ゲ ヮ┌ﾉﾉWSげ 
に though the following week a junior minister denied this (Howells 1998).  The same issue alleged 

デｴW けデﾗヴﾐ ┌ヮげ ┘ｴｷデW ヮ;ヮWヴ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS ｴ;┗W ｷﾐIﾉ┌SWS け; ゲWヴｷWゲ ﾗa ｷﾐｷデｷ;デｷ┗Wゲ ｷﾐIﾉ┌Sｷﾐｪ ; ゲヮWIｷ;ﾉ a┌ﾐS デﾗ 
support adult education and a commitment to expand further and higher education by 500,000 

ヮﾉ;IWゲ H┞ デｴW ┞W;ヴ ヲヰヰヲげ ふN;ゲｴ ヱΓΓΒHぶく 

The following week, the TES returned to the topic, reporting: 

Tony Blair and Gordon Brown jointly decided to scrap the lifelong learning White Paper and 

go back to the drawing board, senior Government sources confirmed this week . [Blair and 

Brown] ... were appalled by a lack of coherence , the lack of rigour when dealing with 

standards to be set and the open-ended costs of further education expansion.  

One senior official told The TESぎ  けTｴW SWIｷゲｷﾗﾐ ┘;ゲ デ;ﾆWﾐ H┞ Nﾗ ヱヰ ;ﾐS Nﾗ ヱヱ ぷDﾗ┘ﾐｷﾐｪ 
Street, the official residences of the Prime Minister and Chancellor of the Exchequer 

respectively].  They wanted a paper of some coherence and were not getting it.  Also, 

500,000 more further education students would add hundreds of millions of pounds to costs 

ﾐW┝デ ┞W;ヴくげ くくく 

[T]he work done on the paper was completely out of line with Mr Blaｷヴげゲ ﾗ┘ﾐ ┗ｷW┘ゲが ;ﾐﾗデｴWヴ 
senior sourcW ﾗﾐ ; Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ デ;ゲﾆaﾗヴIW ゲ;ｷSく  けHW ふMヴ Bﾉ;ｷヴぶ ゲ;ｷS デｴWヴW ┘;ゲ デﾗﾗ ﾏ┌Iｴ ;Hﾗ┌デ 
trying to change the culture of training in Britain and not enough about standards and 

exams. ... (Nash & Crequer 1998)
6
 

Two weeks later, the government published a green に ﾗヴ け┘ｴｷデW-turned-ｪヴWWﾐげ ふTｴﾗﾏゲﾗﾐ わ T┞ゲﾗﾏW 
1998) に paper, entitled The Learning Age (Cm 3790 1998).  According to The TES, this was the same 

                                                           
6
 Elsewhere, the same issue of The TES reportWS デｴ;デ D;┗ｷS Bﾉ┌ﾐﾆWデデ けｷゲ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデﾗﾗS デﾗ ｴ;┗W aﾗ┌ｪｴデ デﾗ ゲ;┗W デｴW 

ヮヴﾗヮﾗゲ;ﾉゲげ ふN;ゲｴが CヴWケ┌Wヴ わ ‘┌ゲゲWﾉﾉ ヱΓΓΒ).  
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title as the white paper would have carried.  (But the subtitles differed.  The white paper, it was 

ヴWヮﾗヴデWSが ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS ｴ;┗W HWWﾐ ゲ┌HデｷデﾉWS けTﾗ┘;ヴSゲ ; LW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪ ‘W┗ﾗﾉ┌デｷﾗﾐ aﾗヴ デｴW ヲヱゲデ CWﾐデ┌ヴ┞げ ふN;ゲｴ 
ヱΓΓΒHぶき デｴW ｪヴWWﾐ ヮ;ヮWヴげゲ ゲ┌HデｷデﾉW ┘;ゲ けA ‘Wﾐ;ｷゲゲ;ﾐIW aﾗヴ ; NW┘ Bヴｷデ;ｷﾐげくぶ  Bob Fryer, chairman of 

NAGCELL, later commented that although The Learning Age had been   

ﾉ;┌ﾐIｴWS ﾗﾐﾉ┞ ;aデWヴ ゲﾗﾏW ｷﾐデWヴﾐ;ﾉ Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ┘ヴ;ﾐｪﾉｷﾐｪが ぐ ぷｷデへ Iﾗﾐデ;ｷﾐWS ┘ｴ;デ HWI;ﾏW ; 
deservedly celebrated foreword by Blunkett. The foreword constituted a lyrical and visionary 

case for the vital contribution of lifelong learning to employment skills, personal and 

spiritual development, national prosperity, aesthetic life and creativity, civilised values and a 

ゲWﾐゲW ﾗa Iﾗﾏﾏ┌ﾐｷデ┞ ぐく ふFヴ┞Wヴ ヲヰヰヴが ヮく Γヶぶ 

B┌デ ｷﾐ Bヴｷデ;ｷﾐ ; け┘ｴｷデW ヮ;ヮWヴげ ｷゲ ; ゲデ;デWﾏWﾐデ ﾗa ｪﾗ┗ernment policy, typically leading directly to new 

ﾉWｪｷゲﾉ;デｷﾗﾐく  A けｪヴWWﾐ ヮ;ヮWヴげが ﾗﾐ デｴW ﾗデｴWヴ ｴ;ﾐSが ｷゲ ; Iﾗﾐゲ┌ﾉデ;デｷﾗﾐ SﾗI┌ﾏWﾐデ に an opportunity for the 

government to make proposals, and receive feedback, but involving few if any commitments.  One 

newspaper ヴWヮﾗヴデWS けIヴｷデｷIゲげ ;ゲ ゲ;┞ｷﾐｪ デｴ;デ デｴW Iﾗﾐゲ┌ﾉデ;デｷﾗﾐ W┝WヴIｷゲW けIﾗ┌ﾉS ﾏW;ﾐ デｴ;デ ｷデ デ;ﾆWゲ デｴW 
ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ;ﾐﾗデｴWヴ ┞W;ヴ デﾗ ヮヴﾗS┌IW ;ﾐ┞ ヴW;ﾉ ;ﾐS ゲｷｪﾐｷaｷI;ﾐデ ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ IヴW;デｷﾐｪ ; ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪ ゲﾗIｷWデ┞げ 
(Thomson & Tysome 1998).  This prediction proved optimistic:  the white paper eventually appeared 

in June 1999, sixteen months after the first paper had been shelved に and under the title Learning to 

Succeed: a new framework for post-16 learning (DfEE 1999).  

 

Renaissance Stillborn 

Though its contents may not have matched iデゲ けlyrical and visionaryげ aﾗヴW┘ﾗヴSが or the high hopes 

invested in the NAGCELL exercise, The Learning Age green paper did contain positive ideas, a good 

deal of rhetoric, and some proposals. Its ;ｷﾏ ┘;ゲ デﾗ SW┗Wﾉﾗヮ け; I┌ﾉデ┌ヴW ﾗa ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪげ ┘ｴｷIｴ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS 
bring HWﾐWaｷデゲ aﾗヴ ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉゲが H┌ゲｷﾐWゲゲWゲが Iﾗﾏﾏ┌ﾐｷデｷWゲ ;ﾐS デｴW ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐく  Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS けｴWﾉヮ 
IヴW;デW ; aヴ;ﾏW┘ﾗヴﾆ ﾗa ﾗヮヮﾗヴデ┌ﾐｷデｷWゲ aﾗヴ ヮWﾗヮﾉW デﾗ ﾉW;ヴﾐげ H┌デ ﾐﾗデ デﾗ けaﾗヴIW ;ﾐ┞ﾗﾐW デﾗ ﾉW;ヴﾐ - 
ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉゲ ﾏ┌ゲデ デ;ﾆW デｴ;デ ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲｷHｷﾉｷデ┞ デｴWﾏゲWﾉ┗Wゲげく  けTﾗｪWデｴWヴ ┘W I;ﾐ create a culture of self-

ｷﾏヮヴﾗ┗WﾏWﾐデ ;ﾐS ; ﾉﾗ┗W ﾗa ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪ くくくくげ The chief specific commitments were to establish a 

けUﾐｷ┗Wヴゲｷデ┞ aﾗヴ IﾐS┌ゲデヴ┞げ ふけUaIげぶ デﾗ けIﾗﾐﾐWIデ デｴﾗゲW ┘ｴﾗ ┘;ﾐデ デﾗ ﾉW;ヴﾐ ┘ｷデｴ ┘;┞ゲ ﾗa Sﾗｷﾐｪ ゲﾗ くくく ;ゲ デｴW 
ｴ┌H ﾗa ; Hヴ;ﾐS ﾐW┘ ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪ ﾐWデ┘ﾗヴﾆげ, and to encourage けｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉゲが Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲ ;ﾐS デｴW ゲデ;デWげ デﾗ 
share the costs of learning.  (TｴW ゲデ;デW ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS ;ｷﾏが デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ ｷデゲ a┌ﾐSｷﾐｪが けデﾗ ┘ｷSWﾐ ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;デｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS 
increase attainment at all levels where デｴｷゲ ┘ｷﾉﾉ HWﾐWaｷデ ゲﾗIｷWデ┞ ﾏﾗゲデげ; the main specific mechanism 

was to be けIﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉ LW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪ AIIﾗ┌ﾐデゲげ7
 ﾉｷﾐﾆWS けｷﾐ デｴW ﾏWSｷ┌ﾏ デWヴﾏげ デﾗ デ;┝ ｷﾐIWﾐデｷ┗Wゲ ﾗヴ ﾗデｴWヴ 

                                                           
7
 On Individual Learning Accounts, see Smith and Spurling (1995), Schuetze (2007). The House of Commons 

Committee on Public Accounts (2003, p. 5) ヴWヮﾗヴデWSぎ けTｴW Gﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ｷﾐデヴﾗS┌IWS IﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉ LW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪ 
Accounts in England in September 2000, to widen participation in learning and to help overcome financial 

barriers faced by individuals. Accounts were to be available to everyone, including the self-employed, and 

were to be used to help pay for learning of the learner's choice. ...[T]he Government was keen to target people 

with particular learning or skill needs .... The scheme was successful in attracting over one million people back 

into learning. However, in November 2001, a fortnight after announcing the planned suspension of the scheme 

with effect from December, the Government withdrew it following allegations of fraud and abuse. Total 

expenditure is likely to exceed £290 million against a budget of £199 million .... The scale of fraud and abuse 

could amount to £97 million, including £67 million fraud.げ  
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public funds.) There were also a number of less costly proposals. けLW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪ DｷヴWIデ に a new national 

デWﾉWヮｴﾗﾐW ｴWﾉヮﾉｷﾐWげ would offer ;S┗ｷIW ﾗﾐ けｴﾗ┘ デﾗ ｪWt started and on courses to suit individual 

ﾐWWSゲげく Partnership arrangements and other mechanisms would WﾐIﾗ┌ヴ;ｪW ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪ け;デ ｴﾗﾏW ;ﾐS ｷﾐ 
デｴW Iﾗﾏﾏ┌ﾐｷデ┞げが ;ﾐS けﾗヮWﾐ ┌ヮ ;IIWゲゲげ デﾗ a┌ヴデｴWヴ ;ﾐS higher education. Use of けnew broadcasting and 

other technologiesげ would be strengthened. V;ヴｷﾗ┌ゲ けｷﾐデWヴﾐ;ﾉ ケ┌;ﾉｷデ┞ ;ゲゲ┌ヴ;ﾐIW ゲ┞ゲデWﾏゲが IﾗﾏHｷﾐWS 
┘ｷデｴ ヴWｪ┌ﾉ;ヴ ｷﾐSWヮWﾐSWﾐデ ｷﾐゲヮWIデｷﾗﾐゲ ;ｪ;ｷﾐゲデ ; IﾗﾐゲｷゲデWﾐデ aヴ;ﾏW┘ﾗヴﾆ ﾗa ゲデ;ﾐS;ヴSゲげ would raise 

quality and achievement and reduce student drop-out rates. And there would be a qualifications and 

credit framework targeted at adults.  

Yet it is clear in retrospect that The Learning Age represented a defeat for the innovative educational 

thinking of Fヴ┞Wヴげゲ NAGCELL. Its specific commitments were precisely, and only, those already 

announced by Blunkett in his speech appointing NAGCELL: 

[W]e will shortly be launching a National Learning Line.  This will provide an early impetus 

towards our aim of a learning society .... [T]he University for Industry, will engage a range of 

public and private partners to harness the contribution of modern technology ... to open up 

opportunities to help adults realise their potential. ... ... [W]e must help people invest in 

their own skills .... Individual Learning Accounts ... will offer a million people the opportunity 

... to experience learning, in some cases for the first time since they left school.  We will 

contribute £150 to each account to support those who make a small contribution 

themselves.  We will also encourage employers to contribute to their Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞WWゲげ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデゲく 
(DfEE 1997a) 

Indeed, Blunkett and his adult educational band had been forced to retreat to commitments already 

made before the general electionく L;Hﾗ┌ヴげゲ 1997 manifesto, New Labour because Britain deserves 

better had endorsed lifelong learning, though in a strongly vocational veinが ┘ｷデｴ ﾐﾗﾐW ﾗa Bﾉ┌ﾐﾆWデデげゲ 
ﾏﾗヴW けlyrical and visionaryげ WﾉWﾏWﾐデゲ: けWe must learn throughout life, to retain employment through 

new and improved skills. We will promote adult learning both at work and in the critical sector of 

further education.げ ふLabour Party 1997) Its only specific commitments were to individual learning 

accounts and the University for Industry: 

Employers have the primary responsibility for training their workforces in job-related skills. 

But individuals should be given the power to invest in training. We will invest public money 

for training in Individual Learning Accounts which individuals に for example women 

returning to the labour force に can then use to gain the skills they want. We will kickstart the 

programme for up to a million people, using £150 million ... which could be better used [i.e. 

reallocating existing funding] and which would provide a contribution of £150, alongside 

individuals making small investments of their own. Employers will be encouraged to make 

voluntary contributions to these funds. ... 

O┌ヴ ﾐW┘ Uﾐｷ┗Wヴゲｷデ┞ aﾗヴ IﾐS┌ゲデヴ┞ ぐ ┘ｷﾉﾉ Hヴｷﾐｪ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデが ｷﾐS┌ゲデヴ┞ ;ﾐS WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐ デﾗｪWデｴWヴ デﾗ 
create a new resource whose remit will be to use new technology to enhance skills and 

education. The University for Industry will be a public/private partnership, commissioning 

software and developing the links to extend lifelong learning.  (Labour Party 1997) 
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In short, The Learning Age represented a defeat for the creative policy thinking developed by the 

NAGCELL, and a retreat to the agenda developed by Labour in Opposition. 

 

From けIntimacy of Connectionげ デﾗ けStrengthening Employer Voiceげ 

The principal specific proposals in The Learning Age can, therefore, be traced back to the Labour 

P;ヴデ┞げゲ WﾉWction manifesto, rather than to the more expansive thinking of the NAGCELL group. The 

traditions of community and citizenship learning, of collective learning, and of liberal adult 

education, had been substantially abandoned. NIACEげゲ Iommentary reflected this disappointment: 

Whilst the [Learning Age] paper explores welcome practical steps to be taken to raise 

standards of achievement, and to revitalise Britain's skills, it has little to say in detail about 

how learning that fosters citizenship, or respects and celebrates cultural diversity can be 

SW┗WﾉﾗヮWSく ぐ [In particular, it had] almost nothing to say on the different challenges facing 

the country in meeting the learning aspirations of people living in its inner cities, or its rural 

communities, although these will significantly affect the delivery of UfI; it has little to say 

about the contribution to be made to the achievement of the vision by Britain's black 

communities; or about the challenges facing people with learning difficulties in securing an 

adult curriculum that will support them in exercising their rights and duties as citizens in an 

ｷﾐaﾗヴﾏWS ┘;┞く Iデ SﾗWゲ ﾐﾗデ ゲ;┞ Wﾐﾗ┌ｪｴ ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴW ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪ ﾐWWSゲ ﾗa ﾗﾉSWヴ ヮWﾗヮﾉWく ぐ (NIACE 

1998) 

David Blunkett's foreword to The Learning Age had captured the けintimacy of the connection 

between creativity, learning, social movements and economic regeneration in his celebration of 

Victorian working people's ingenuity in using learning to create new social formsげが but no policy 

proposals had been developed which would ;ﾉﾉﾗ┘ けthat intimacy to be renewedげ (NIACE 1998). In 

ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴが けmuch moreげ ┘;ゲ ﾐWWSWS けto foster active citizenshipげぎ  

The Green Paper concentrates on individual aspiration at the expense of what we learn 

together. It gives too little priority to the important role voluntary organisations can play in 

the evolution of a learning society. (NIACE 1998) 

By its nature, NIACE works with government. It prefers making things just a little better (or just a 

little less bad) to complete exclusion from policy circles. Its reservations were, therefore, less than 

strident, and hedged with positives. But regrettably, The Learning Age was as good as it ever got for 

non-vocational adult learning.
8
 The white paper, Learning to Succeed (DfEE 1999), NIACE thought 

け┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;デWSげ the challenge: 

                                                           
8
 A Iﾗﾐゲ┌ﾉデ;デｷﾗﾐ ヮ;ヮWヴが ;ﾐS デｴWﾐ ; ┘ｴｷデW ヮ;ヮWヴが ﾗﾐ けｷnformal adult learningげ were issued under GﾗヴSﾗﾐ Bヴﾗ┘ﾐげゲ 

administration. Their language was similar to The Learning Age a decade earlier. けO┌ヴ Iﾗ┌ﾐデヴ┞ Wﾐﾃﾗ┞ゲ ; ヴｷIｴ ;ﾐS 
diverse history of adult education ... This consultation ... will lead to a new vision for informal adult learning for 

the 21
st

 centuryげ (DIUS 2008, pp. 2-3). The resulting white paper, The Learning Revolution (the discarded 

subtitle of The Learning Age), asserted learning was important けfor its own intrinsic valueげ; it called for け; 
I┌ﾉデ┌ヴW ┘ｴｷIｴ ┗;ﾉ┌Wゲ ｷﾐaﾗヴﾏ;ﾉ ;S┌ﾉデ ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪ ｷﾐ ;ﾉﾉ ｷデゲ aﾗヴﾏゲが ┘ｷデｴ ; ┘ｷSW ヴ;ﾐｪW ﾗa ﾗヴｪ;ﾐｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐゲ ヮヴﾗﾏﾗデｷﾐｪ ｷデげ 
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“┌IIWゲゲｷ┗W ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデゲげ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐS;HﾉW IﾗﾐIWヴﾐ ┘ｷデｴ ﾏW;ゲ┌ヴWゲ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾐｪ デﾗ デｴW ゲﾆｷﾉﾉゲ ﾐWWSゲ 
of the economy has weakened a range of other dimensions of lifelong learning of the sort 

ｴｷｪｴﾉｷｪｴデWS ｷﾐ デｴW “WIヴWデ;ヴ┞ ﾗa “デ;デWげゲ ｷﾐデヴﾗS┌Iデｷﾗﾐ デﾗ The Learning Age. For more than a 

decade central Government has encouraged Local Education Authorities to ... reallocate 

money to schools ... [and] cut back on investment in community based adult learning .... The 

result has been that for many pensioners, and others whose learning aspirations relate to 

personal development and cultural enrichment there has been a marked diminution in 

curriculum offer .... (NIACE 1999)  

As the Labour government matured, so its vision for adult learning became further fixated by the 

けｷﾏ;ｪｷﾐ;ヴ┞げ ﾗa ｪﾉﾗH;ﾉ IﾗﾏヮWデｷデｷ┗WﾐWゲゲく Adult learning policy に indeed, arguably all education policy に 

was dominated by the Leitch Review of Skills, appointed in 2004 and issuing its final report 

Prosperity for all in the global economy に world class skills (Leitch 2006) two years later. Lord Leitch, 

aﾗヴﾏWヴﾉ┞ CｴｷWa E┝WI┌デｷ┗W ﾗa )┌ヴｷIｴ Fｷﾐ;ﾐIｷ;ﾉ “Wヴ┗ｷIWゲが ヴWIﾗﾏﾏWﾐSWS けデｴW UK Iﾗﾏﾏｷデ デﾗ HWIﾗﾏｷﾐｪ ; 
world leader in skills by 2020, benchmarked against デｴW ┌ヮヮWヴ ケ┌;ヴデｷﾉW ﾗa デｴW OECDげ. This implied a 

けfocus on WIﾗﾐﾗﾏｷI;ﾉﾉ┞ ┗;ﾉ┌;HﾉW ゲﾆｷﾉﾉゲげ デﾗ けヮヴﾗ┗ｷSW ヴW;ﾉ ヴWデ┌ヴﾐゲ ぐ in the labour market for individuals 

;ﾐS Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲげが ;ﾐS けstrengthening the voice of employersげ (Leitch 2006, pp. 3-4, 138). As NIACE 

pointed out, this might help individuals whose career aspirations けare aligned totally with ... their 

employer .... For those who have bigger or broader ambitions, things may be harder.げ (NIACE 2006)  

A different kind of critique に perhaps politically more barbed に might have pointed to parallels 

between The Learning Age and two documents issued in the sunset days of the previous 

Conservative government. Lifetime Learning に A Consultation Document was issued in December 

1995 (DfEE 1995); A Framework for a Learning Society (DfEE 1996) six months later. Their content 

shows some uncanny resemblances to The Learning Age. There were proposals to strengthen co-

ordination in けinvesting in the training ;ﾐS SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ ﾗa Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞WWゲげく Pヴﾗヮﾗゲ;ﾉゲ aﾗヴ けgaining the 

IﾗﾏﾏｷデﾏWﾐデ ﾗa ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉゲ デﾗ ヴWデ┌ヴﾐ デﾗ ;ﾐS Iﾗﾐデｷﾐ┌W ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪげ included enlisting the support of 

Hヴﾗ;SI;ゲデWヴゲが ┘ﾗヴﾆｷﾐｪ ┘ｷデｴ H;ﾐﾆゲ デﾗ WﾐIﾗ┌ヴ;ｪW けI;ヴWWヴ SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデ ﾉﾗ;ﾐゲげが ﾆWWヮｷﾐｪ デ;┝ ヴWﾉｷWa ;ﾐS 
HWﾐWaｷデ ヴ┌ﾉWゲ け┌ﾐSWヴ ヴW┗ｷW┘げ ｷﾐ ﾗヴSWヴ デﾗ WﾐIﾗ┌ヴ;ｪW ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪが ;ﾐS けｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉ デヴ;ｷﾐｷﾐｪ ふﾗヴ ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪぶ 
;IIﾗ┌ﾐデゲげ に though ｷデ aﾗ┌ﾐS けﾉｷデデﾉW ゲ┌ヮヮﾗヴデ aヴﾗﾏ デｴW aｷﾐ;ﾐIｷ;ﾉ ｷﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐゲげ for ILAs and it preferred 

ゲIｴWﾏWゲ けヴ┌ﾐ H┞ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲ aﾗヴ デｴWｷヴ ﾗ┘ﾐ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞WWゲげく けDW┗Wﾉﾗヮｷﾐｪ ;ﾐ WaaWIデｷ┗W ;ﾐS ｴｷｪｴ-quality 

ｷﾐaヴ;ゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴW ﾗa ｷﾐaﾗヴﾏ;デｷﾗﾐが ;S┗ｷIW ;ﾐS ｪ┌ｷS;ﾐIWげが would include けW┝;ﾏｷﾐｷﾐｪ デｴW ゲIﾗヮW aﾗヴ 
ｷﾐデヴﾗS┌Iｷﾐｪ ; ｴWﾉヮﾉｷﾐW ゲWヴ┗ｷIWげ. けIﾏヮヴﾗ┗ｷﾐｪ ;IIWゲゲ デﾗ ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪげ should involve encouragement to 

IﾗﾉﾉWｪWゲ デﾗ SWﾉｷ┗Wヴ Iﾗ┌ヴゲWゲ け┘ｴWヴW ヮWﾗヮﾉW ﾉｷ┗W ﾗヴ ┘ﾗヴﾆげ ;ﾐS ｷﾐ けヮ;ヴデﾐWヴゲｴｷヮゲ ┘ｷデｴ Iﾗﾏﾏ┌ﾐｷデ┞ ;ﾐS 
┗ﾗﾉ┌ﾐデ;ヴ┞ ﾗヴｪ;ﾐｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐゲ ;ﾐS ┘ｷデｴ Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲげ. Proposals to givW けpeople of all ages the opportunity to 

;Iケ┌ｷヴW デｴW H;ゲｷI ゲﾆｷﾉﾉゲ ﾗﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ デﾗ H┌ｷﾉS a┌ヴデｴWヴ ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪげ aﾗI┌ゲゲWS ﾗﾐ ﾉｷデWヴ;I┞ ;ﾐS ﾐ┌ﾏWヴ;I┞ ｷﾐ 
ゲIｴﾗﾗﾉゲが けa;ﾏｷﾉ┞ ﾉｷデWヴ;I┞げ ;ﾐS けH;ゲｷI ゲﾆｷﾉﾉゲ デヴ;ｷﾐｷﾐｪ aﾗヴ ┌ﾐWﾏヮﾉﾗ┞WS ;S┌ﾉデゲげ. There would be measures 

デﾗ SW┗Wﾉﾗヮ けeffectｷ┗W ヮ;ヴデﾐWヴゲｴｷヮゲ ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉﾉ┞ ;ﾐS ﾉﾗI;ﾉﾉ┞げ - between government, educational 

providers, employers, trade unions, voluntary organisations and others. These, the document 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

(DIUS 2009, pp. 4-5). Unfortunately this statement appeared too late to have a significant effect. (The 

ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげゲ emphasis on adult vocational educational ｴ;S けled some to suggestげ that it did not value 

informal adult education. けNothing could be further from the truth.げ (DIUS 2008, p. 2) However, within a 

けゲヮWﾐSｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐ ;S┌ﾉデ ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪげ ふｷﾐIﾉ┌Sｷﾐｪ vocational) of £4.8bn (DIUS 2008, p. 2), it ｴ;S けring-fenced £210m for 

informal adult learningげ ふDIU“ ヲヰヰΓが ヮく ヱヰぶく)  
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concluded, ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS IﾗﾐデヴｷH┌デW デﾗ けWゲデ;Hﾉｷゲｴｷﾐｪ ; ゲﾗIｷWデ┞ ｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ ﾉW;ヴﾐｷﾐｪ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴﾗ┌デ ﾉｷaW becomes a 

way of life.  The Government has taken many initiatives ... [b]ut responsibility is shared ... [with] 

Wﾏヮﾉﾗ┞Wヴゲが ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉゲが ヮヴﾗ┗ｷSWヴゲ ;ﾐS ﾏ;ﾐ┞ ﾗデｴWヴゲ くくくくげ ふDaEE ヱΓΓヶき Wﾏヮｴ;ゲｷゲ ｷﾐ ﾗヴｷｪｷﾐ;ﾉぶく 

In most respects, therefore, the Conservative vision of lifelong learning, at least as configured in the 

mid-1990s, shared most of デｴW ゲ;ﾏW aW;デ┌ヴWゲ ;ゲ L;Hﾗ┌ヴげゲ ヮﾗゲデ-1997 vision. There would be a 

national culture of lifelong learning, with responsibility (and costs) shared between individuals, 

employers and government. There would be measures to encourage individuals to commit 

themselves to continuing to learn に including financial and tax incentives. Better information and 

guidance, improved access, better basic skills provision, local partnerships: all formed part of both 

Labour and Conservative policy lexicons. 

We suggested above に from the perspective of social and political theory に that we should not be 

surprised at デｴW L;Hﾗ┌ヴ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげゲ ;IIWヮデ;ﾐIW ﾗa ｪWﾐWヴ;ﾉ ｷﾐデWヴﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ デヴWﾐSs on lifelong 

learning, or at its failure to develop a けSWﾏﾗIヴ;デｷI ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉｷゲデげ ;ﾉデWヴﾐ;デｷ┗Wゲ. In fact, as we have seen, 

adult educators did attempt to develop and deploy an alternative perspective に hardly in the 

language of democratic socialism, but at the same time clearly distanced from neoliberalism. Those 

who worked on this were deeply rooted in the politics, ideology and thinking of the labour 

movement, and drew on rich national traditions of democratic citizenship in adult and lifelong 

education に yet also innovative thinkers, engaged with contemporary theoretical and policy debates. 

The evidence shows, however, that this alternative was SWIｷゲｷ┗Wﾉ┞ ﾏ;ヴｪｷﾐ;ﾉｷゲWS ｷﾐ デｴW ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげゲ 
first two years, supplanted by a set of policies which was, in fundamentals, uncontroversial across 

the political spectrum.  

 

Conclusion 

At first sight this story appears to contradict the view デｴ;デ けnational context: institutional, political, 

ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉが ｷSWﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉげ shapes how international (and specifically EU) policies are configured in particular 

countries (Holford et al. 2008, p. 132). The family に genealogical に resemblances are very apparent 

HWデ┘WWﾐが aﾗヴ ｷﾐゲデ;ﾐIWが デｴW E┌ヴﾗヮW;ﾐ Cﾗﾏﾏｷゲゲｷﾗﾐげゲ ┘ｴｷデW ヮ;ヮWヴs Competitiveness, Employment, 

Growth (CEC 1994) and Teaching and Learning: towards the learning society (CEC 1995), the British 

CﾗﾐゲWヴ┗;デｷ┗W ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげゲ ┘ｴｷデW ヮ;ヮWヴ Competitiveness: Forging Ahead  (DTI 1995) and its Lifetime 

Learning に A consultation document DfEE 1995), and デｴW L;Hﾗ┌ヴ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデげゲ ┘ｴｷデW ヮ;ヮWヴ Learning 

to Succeed (DfEE 1999). All reflWIデ デｴW けｷﾏ;ｪｷﾐ;ヴ┞げ (Rizvi and Lingard 2010) of neoliberal globalisation, 

and the role of competitiveness, flexibility and skills in an effective response.  

Yet けﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ IﾗﾐデW┝デぎ ｷﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉが ヮﾗﾉｷデｷI;ﾉが ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉが ｷSWﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉげ is about much more than educational 

institutions, politics and ideology. Over its period in government, Taylor argues, けNW┘げ Labour 

けWﾏHヴ;IWS Wﾐデｴ┌ゲｷ;ゲデｷI;ﾉﾉ┞ デｴW I;ヮｷデ;ﾉｷゲデ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴWが デｴW Sヴｷ┗W デﾗ ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉｷゲﾏ ;ﾐS デｴW ゲ┌ヮヮﾗゲWS ﾐWWS 
デﾗ ｷﾐS┌ﾉｪW ｪヴﾗゲゲ ｷﾐWケ┌;ﾉｷデ┞げ ふTaylor 2009, p. 77). Under Blair, L;Hﾗ┌ヴげゲ デヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ language of けclass 

and social changeげ ┘;ゲ ゲ┌ヮヮﾉ;ﾐデWS H┞ inclusion and exclusion, the individual rather than the 

collective, and the permanence of markets. For example, け┘ｷSWﾐｷﾐｪ ;ﾐS けｷﾐIヴW;ゲｷﾐｪげ ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;デｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐ 
higher education and lifelong learning ┘WヴW けSWﾉｷHWヴ;デWﾉ┞ WﾉｷSWSげ (Taylor 2009, p. 77).   
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From this perspective, デｴW けﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ IﾗﾐデW┝デげ which international policy thinking on lifelong learning 

encountered in England was shaped principally by core agendas of the economy and electoral 

politics; the scope for sector-ゲヮWIｷaｷI ふﾗヴ ヮWヴｴ;ヮゲが ｪｷ┗Wﾐ ;S┌ﾉデ WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐげゲ ﾏ;ヴｪｷﾐ;ﾉｷデ┞が ┘W ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS ゲ;┞ 
sub-sector-specific) actors was highly circumscribed. Perhaps they had not realised how much the 

policy game had changed. Ball and Exley (2010) argue デｴ;デ ; けヴWSｷゲデヴｷH┌デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ ｷﾐaﾉ┌WﾐIW ┘ｷデｴｷﾐ 
WS┌I;デｷﾗﾐ ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ﾏ;ﾆｷﾐｪ デﾗ┘;ヴSゲ ｷﾐaﾗヴﾏ;ﾉ ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ ﾐWデ┘ﾗヴﾆゲげ ;ﾐS ; けIﾗﾐIﾗﾏｷデ;ﾐデ ﾏ;ヴｪｷﾐ;ﾉｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa 
デヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ さヮ;ヴデﾐWヴゲざ に local authorities, teaching unions and the civil service, and academia に began 

S┌ヴｷﾐｪ デｴW ヱΓΒヰゲげ ┘ｷデｴ IﾗﾐﾐWIデｷﾗﾐゲ HWデ┘WWﾐ けright-wing think tanks ぐ such as the Institute for 

Economic Affairs (IEA), the Hillgate Group and the Centre for Policy Studies (CPS)げ ;ﾐS デｴW Tｴ;デIｴWヴ 
government. Under New Labour に in many respects a highly centralised regime に けデｴW ヴﾗﾉW ;ﾐS 
ゲｷｪﾐｷaｷI;ﾐIW ﾗa PヴｷﾏW MｷﾐｷゲデWヴｷ;ﾉ ;S┗ｷゲWヴゲげ ﾉWS デﾗ ; けヮヴﾗﾉｷaWヴ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴｷﾐﾆ デ;ﾐﾆ ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ ﾐWデ┘ﾗヴﾆゲげ ふヮく 
152). けIﾐ ゲﾗﾏW ヴWゲヮWIデゲがげ デｴW┞ ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデが けデｴｷﾐﾆ デ;ﾐﾆゲ aｷﾉﾉ ; ┗;I┌┌ﾏ ﾗa ｷSW;ゲ IヴW;デWS H┞ デｴW SWヮﾉWデｷﾗﾐ ﾗヴ 
displacement of older policy orthodoxies に both neo-ﾉｷHWヴ;ﾉ ;ﾐS ┘Wﾉa;ヴｷゲデげ ふヮく ヱヶヶぶく  

Four months after its election victory, Tony Blair began his speech to デｴW L;Hﾗ┌ヴ P;ヴデ┞げゲ ;ﾐﾐ┌;ﾉ 
conference in light-hearted mood:  

As for Government, well, it beats the hell out oa Oヮヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐく TｴW┞ ヴW;ﾉﾉ┞ Sﾗ ゲ;┞ けYWゲが PヴｷﾏW 
MｷﾐｷゲデWヴくげ9

 Yﾗ┌ ｴ;┗W デﾗ ﾉW;ヴﾐ ; ┘ｴﾗﾉW ﾐW┘ ﾉ;ﾐｪ┌;ｪWく TｴW┞げヴW ﾐﾗデ ｷﾐ デｴW ｴ;Hｷデ ﾗa I;ﾉﾉｷﾐｪ 
anything a good idea, which given the last 18 years is hardly surprising. When they describe 

; ヮヴﾗヮﾗゲ;ﾉ ;ゲ け;ﾏHｷデｷﾗ┌ゲがげ ﾗヴが W┗Wﾐ ┘ﾗヴゲWが けｷﾐデWヴWゲデｷﾐｪがげ ┘ｴ;デ デｴW┞ ヴW;ﾉﾉ┞ ﾏW;ﾐ ｷゲ デｴW┞ デｴｷﾐﾆ ｷデ 
was a stupid idea, dreamed up at the last minute for the manifesto. When they describe it as 

けIｴ;ﾉﾉWﾐｪｷﾐｪがげ デｴW┞ ﾏW;ﾐ デｴWヴWろゲ ﾐﾗデ ; ｴﾗヮW ｷﾐ ｴWﾉﾉ ﾗa ﾏ;ﾆｷﾐｪ ｷデ ┘ﾗヴﾆく AﾐS ┘ｴWﾐ デｴW┞ ゲ;┞ ﾗa ; 
poﾉｷI┞ けデｴ;デ ｷデ ヴW;ﾉﾉ┞ ｷゲ ケ┌ｷデW ; Hヴ;┗W ヮヴﾗヮﾗゲ;ﾉ PヴｷﾏW MｷﾐｷゲデWヴがげ ｷデ ﾏW;ﾐゲ デｴW┞げ┗W ｪﾗデ デｴW SﾗIデﾗヴ 
ﾗ┌デゲｷSW ┘;ｷデｷﾐｪ デﾗ ゲｷｪﾐ デｴW IWヴデｷaｷI;デWゲ ;ﾐS デｴW┞げ┗W ﾃ┌ゲデ ;ヮヮﾉｷWS aﾗヴ ; デヴ;ﾐゲaWヴ デﾗ ; ゲWﾐｷﾗヴ ﾃﾗH 
administering one of our few remaining dependent territories. (Blair 1997) 

The irony is that, even as he spoke, a group of adult educators were working on ambitious ideas for 

building a learning society. Perhaps their proposals were デﾗﾗ け;ﾏHｷデｷﾗ┌ゲげ ;ﾐS けbraveげ; certainly they 

would have been けchallengingげ. Unfortunately, they never got to first base: Blair himself, and his 

inner circle, had already appropriated the civil service lexicon. When adult educators played the 

policy game に attempting to colour an emerging discourse of lifelong learning with some democratic 

citizenship and liberal education gloss に they proved enthusiastic amateurs pitched against 

professionals: civil servants fresh from eighteen years of Thatcherism, fresh-faced prime-ministerial 

advisors, think-tankies and policy-networkers, all playing by new rules and destined for New 

Labourげゲ premier league. 

  

                                                           
9
 This is an allusion to the popular BBC television comedy series, Yes, Minister (broadcast 1980-84) and Yes, 

Prime Minister (1986-87)く けA benchmark for quietly civilised yet scalpel-sharp political satireげ these were けbased 

on a very simple observation: that for all its claims towards democracy, the British political system is largely 

run by unelected civil servants who run Machiavellian rings around their supposedly superior mastersげく 
(Brooke n.d.) See also http://www.bbc.co.uk/comedy/yesminister/ and 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/comedy/yesprimeminister/.  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/comedy/yesminister/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/comedy/yesprimeminister/
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Table 

Table X.1 Current and recent participation in adult learning 1996-2010 by social class  

 1996 1999 2002 2005 2008 2010 

Total sample 40 40 42 42 38 43 

Social class AB 53 58 60 56 51 56 

Social Class C1 52 51 54 51 46 51 

Social Class C2 33 36 37 40 33 37 

Social Class DE 26 24 25 26 26 30 

 

Source:  Aldridge & Tuckett (2011), p. 17. The figures relate to the UK as a whole. 

 


