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FELTAG in rearview: FE from the past to the future through plague 
times 
 
Howard Scott, Alison Iredale and Bob Harrison 
  
How has COVID changed your professional life and those of your students, colleagues and 
institution?  How have the pressures and priorities changed? How has the role and significance of 
digital learning changed? How do you see these evolving in the coming year? What could we learn? 
How has it impacted the different populations and demographics in your institution? 
  
“As can be seen, ‘crisis’, in its proper sense, expresses something positive, creative and optimistic, 
because it involves a change, and may be a rebirth after a break-up. It indicates separation, 
certainly, but also choice, decisions and therefore the opportunity to express an opinion.” 
― Zygmunt Bauman, State of Crisis 

 

“'liquid modernity', is the growing conviction that change is the only permanence, and 
uncertainty the only certainty. A hundred years ago 'to be modern' meant to chase 'the final 
state of perfection'. Now it means an infinity of improvement, with no 'final state' in sight 
and none desired.” Bauman  
 

‘As a young pupil in a small primary school in a valley outside the cotton town of Rochdale 

my first connection with this movement was coincidental, but profound. Underneath our 

classrooms and next to the bike sheds was a small door into a dark and dingy mysterious 

collection of rooms. Through the dirty windows and with noses up against the glass you 

could just make out the green baize and coloured balls on a snooker table, a dart board on 

the wall and catch the smell of stale tobacco smoke. Looking more closely to the other 

corner you could see a chalk board with mathematical equations written on it and two rows 

of empty chairs. A plaque outside told you this was “The Whitworth Branch of the Textile 

and Allied Trades Mechanics Institute” – Bob Harrison.  

 

 

In spring 2020, with devastating consequences, Covid 19 arrived in the UK. Thousands have 

died, but the catalytic effect has been at lightning speed. It has cruelly exposed the 

inequalities inherent in the education system since its very creation and the failure of 

policymakers to provide coherent implementation of technology for learning.  

In this chapter, we trace the history of Post-compulsory Education in order to provide an 

appraisal of the pandemic’s impact on the sector. We argue that it has, in recent times, 

become more agile in its approach to education, that technology has been configured to the 

sector across the last decade and we explore what this potentially means for its future.  We 

outline the experiences of a Post-Compulsory Initial Teacher Education team through the 

crisis and how it has used the FELTAG report as a reference point to inspire and encourage 

its training teachers, who are so badly affected by this disruption to normal practice, and 

why it asserts that this will develop them into better teachers in the long term. 

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/37722349


 

Intro and background 
 

Post-compulsory education, with its hybrid contexts – adult learning, vocational, technical 

and professional training, sixth form centres and art colleges – has always been difficult to 

pin down, as shown by Goldstone (2019). He points out that the origins of the sector derive 

from the self-help efforts of such organisations as the Mechanics Institutes. Its traditions 

and provenance, ranging from Lyceums has left the sector with unique and inimitable 

characteristics that leave it often misunderstood and under-valued, because its shape has 

often defied homogeneity. It means that across generations it has often danced to its own 

tune, with its own educational paradigms, from the radical to the transformative, with care, 

nurturing and autonomy in between as it reaches out to the peripheral, under-served and 

marginalised. The plaques and the buildings still exist, though they are commonly now chain 

pubs. What were common assets are now private and commercial. The industries too have 

largely vanished. 

An illustration of their history is presented in Millstone Grit, Glyn Hughes’ poetical tour of 

Lancashire and Yorkshire, which sets out the common visions of collective empowerment 

through community learning. Places such as Literary Institutes and Lyceums, alongside the 

Mechanics Institutes, hosted Societies – Botanical, Philosophical, Literary and Temperance – 

which created events designed to widen the world of knowledge for those who wished to 

attend. Participation was always excessive. Opportunities were not restricted to place, but 

reached outwardly. Mobile libraries drawn by horse took books to every door in their 

vicinities to ensure the children of miners could read, funded by the “penny levy”.  At the 

end of their pay day shift, when brought to the surface, the miners opened their pay packets 

and dropped a penny in a can hung on a wall. When enough money was collected, 

educational resources – whether lending libraries, apprentices or physical classrooms were 

provided, so the miners and their families could learn to read and write for, as Scargill 

noted, “My father still reads the dictionary every day. He says your life depends on your 

power to master words.” This was education writ large as self-improvement and for its own 

sake, rather than to turn school-leavers into commodities, trained and given market value 

and permission to be socialised (not radicalised). Much of the liberal arts elements of what 

became adult learning had a strong focus on the kind of knowledge curriculum that today’s 

schools supposedly pride themselves on. In the shape of the People’s Colleges, these 

became a national movement and in some cases evolved into the modern higher education 

colleges and polytechnics. This was not about following a trail of social mobility to emulate 

the terrain of others, but enrichening communities lives on their own terms.  This is 

sketched out by Lavender and Tuckett (2019), reflecting on the Right to Read campaign of 

the 1970s, which sought to liberate, not domesticate – a phrasing that may prompt us to 

pause and consider the predominance of training, over educating, in the funding of modern 

adult provision.  

It is important to emphasise these origins to outline the character of the adult and 
community education elements of the post-compulsory sector. In each case, there are 
examples of communities supporting themselves through the endeavour of self-



improvement, often established not by the state, but by voluntary contribution. “The 
absence of state intervention can be understood as a product of the contemporary context, 
in which education for the working population was met with scepticism, a cultural 
disposition in favour of liberal education and against ‘utilitarian’ education existed, and a 
complacent belief in liberalism regarding development prevailed” (Green, 1995). The 
absence of state intervention and support is understood commonly to be the dream of a 
neoliberal future by conservative dictate. Food banks are now common parlance of our 
current social life, where 10 years ago they were very unusual. 
 
With a lack of Ministerial representation in governance, uneven funding streams, and a lack 

of policy, the history and heritage of FE may, therefore, seem to be based on unstable 

foundations, but its values and identities are embedded in the communities they arose 

from. This was traditionally influenced by local industry or professional bodies shaping the 

activity within, though the number of changes through the 1990s meant that Further 

Education was subjected to increases in political control. Changes in landscape have broadly 

affected funding, student recruitment, participation age and retention, professionalism and 

professional body, management and leadership approaches, course type and purpose, 

qualification structure, local authority control, incorporation and, particularly, autonomy 

(Hodgson, Bailey and Lucas, 2015). As it has gone through evolutions, PCE has become ever 

more accountable for itself to external agencies and forces. The only certainty has been 

change and for change to be healthy, cultures have to be fluid and agile, but also in good 

health for those changes to happen. That encompasses the staff knowledge, skills and 

vision. In many ways, what has been outlined here is unapologetically idealistic and 

sentimental, but the idea of education is rooted in the ideals of its brightest dreamers. 

Having surveyed aspects of the past we turn now to how the recent past of FE supported 

the present of FE.  

Preparing for Agility 
 

“'liquid modernity', is the growing conviction that change is the only permanence, and 
uncertainty the only certainty. A hundred years ago 'to be modern' meant to chase 'the final 
state of perfection'. Now it means an infinity of improvement, with no 'final state' in sight 
and none desired.” Bauman  
 

The loose structure and changing nature of FE is, like the rhizome roots of a plant, organic, 

shifting and adaptive to its environment. In some senses it’s an ideological battleground – it 

has its soul in community, and through aleatoric and socio-economic shifts it takes on 

different forms. An aura of sentimentality prevails and many maintain its past convictions 

without regard that the world has changed. Others – educational practitioners, especially – 

ascertain that FE becomes what it is as determined by who is in it. More recently it has been 

defined by design as a response to employment needs, drawn, rubbed out and re-drawn by 

successive central Government departments, who have openly asked themselves ‘what is FE 

for?’. Because the answer has, for those ministers, always been ‘FE is for other people’s 

children’ they have never understood its significance to the disadvantaged and have never 

hidden their desire to deconstruct it (Offord, 2014). It is rich in diversity and experience and 



enabled to transition, with elements of adult learning, vocational skills, arts and academic 

courses and higher education catered for that make it suited to innovation. In some ways 

this lack of secure definition makes it susceptible to control and especially privatisation. The 

malleability was understood in the manifestation of the FELTAG group who produced the 

subsequent FELTAG report in 2014. This report has subsequently helped to define teaching 

and learning in FE and it can be argued that this has prepared PCE for the disruption caused 

by COVID-19.  

Six recommendations from the report were made in 2014, designed to nudge the sector of 

new general further education colleges (often large multi-site colleges with a spectrum of 

different provision) into a more modern and digitalised future. Of these, the most significant 

to the current crisis were for learning technologies to become more centrifugal to the 

teaching and learning experience in FE. The report recommended that students be 

“empowered to fully exploit their own understanding of, and familiarity with digital 

technology for their own learning.” 

The report endorsed free-to-use social media and apps, as examples of technologies, which 

were then collaboratively imagined and mapped to specialist subjects in FE Communities of 

Practice, such as Deborah Kellsey’s Learning Wheel models (www.learningwheel.co.uk). 

Meanwhile, those reluctant or daunted by the scale of what ‘learning technologies’ may 

mean saw that the report favoured simple recreational tools, for example the ‘Bring Your 

Own Device for Learning’ (BYOD) push showed that mobile could be blended with classroom 

learning at a time when many educators and media outlets were calling for the ban of 

handsets in classrooms and schools. Most importantly, it was understood from the 

subsequent discourse around FELTAG that pedagogical knowledge and skills were more 

important than hardware alone, but that this was lacking and that “the entire workforce has 

to be brought up to speed to fully understand the potential of learning technology.”FE 

became fertile for educational innovation with support from institutions like JISC and ALT, 

regular events such as BECTA and free professional development MOOCs such as 

Futurelearn’s Blended Learning Essentials. The latter incorporated powerful examples of the 

ways technology were used in teaching, learning and assessment in college contexts, 

reflecting the propensity of FE learning experiences to replicate and augment real-world 

scenarios. ‘FELTAG pioneers’ – educators who promoted and melded the FELTAG agenda in 

systematic praxis – helped to create a paradigm shift on social media, turning Twitter into a 

powerful source of CPD. This was partly caused by the sotto FELTAG recommendation that 

initially 10 per cent of learning should happen online, rising to 50 per cent by 2018, with 

some consternation at the implications and practicalities of this arising. Yet such clamour 

drew attention to the report and its influence saw not just learning technologies but 

innovation and creativity become situated into the professional standards for FE teachers by 

the Education and Training Foundation. However, in the quest to be modern and futuristic, 

FELTAG pulls FE directly into the modern Neoliberal age and technologies are wonderful 

tools for keeping measure of things, instilling a sense of accountability among staff, while 

ensuring oversight of every aspect of the world.   

http://www.learningwheel.co.uk/


COVID-19 
 

It would be an exaggeration to say that this background paved the ground, since nothing 

could have prepared us for the mass disruption to normal life. However, FELTAG gave the FE 

workforce, leadership and policy-makers an opportunity to reimagine how things are done – 

and this is significant. Where mechanisms are not flexible and agile, they become vulnerable 

and fragile to disruption. Well deployed social technologies seemingly facilitate social 

constructivist forms of teaching and learning and the FELTAG paradigm shift has sought to 

enact this. So, although students in 2020 may have come to online learning fresh, PCE 

teacher educators and the workforce have embraced the challenges and opportunities for 

digital innovation. Technologies greatest affordance for the current circumstances mean 

that students access difficulties are diminished, though we are not naïve to the problems of 

affordable hardware, connectivity and the digital divide, generally, issues which greatly 

affect the population of FE students, many of whom often come from disadvantaged and 

deprived backgrounds, or have working or caring commitments, meaning time to learn and 

access to equipment can be compromised. But again, the fragilities and limitations of a 

synchronous, timetabled classroom lesson are exposed by COVID; technologies that have 

become our natural response to this disruption would have long been utilised in innovative 

contexts. COVID enables the FELTAG dream, of isolation rather than integration, working 

remotely, learning from the screen, automating processes and streamlining communications 

so we are alone again or nothing. We might now coin the term Not in Education, 

Employment, Training or Online – NEETO, though of course everyone is online and they can 

see when you are, so you cannot pretend not to be present and engage. The Brave New 

World of digital learning is a fairly inert one, once the allure of apps and other technological 

gimmicks dulls.  

In writing this chapter, I approached colleagues in a Teacher Education team to consider 
what had changed in their circumstances. Colleagues wrote of the need “to get better with 
prioritising in order to manage the admin/teaching/reflection/scholarly outputs of my role”. 
This is redolent of Avis and Reynolds writing on ‘bullshit work’ in FE, which they describe as 
the rise in administrative, pointless work. Work that most people quietly believe are 
unnecessary and which they align among teachers specifically with the connotations of 
digital practices: “A system that is ostensibly designed to free practitioners from the burden 
of additional work in collating student data assumes a tyrannical hold over their time and 
energies and compels compliance, regardless of the impact on learners. The auto-recording 
of platform usage means that teachers and learners are subject to the 'vigilance of 
intersecting gazes' (Foucault, 1991: 271) and are compelled to behave as if they are 
constantly being assessed and inspected.” (Avis and Reynolds, 14: 2017)   
 
“Covid-19 has amplified my trait of ‘distraction’ and sitting at my computer to undertake 
nearly all my work related tasks has caused me have to rethink the way I operate with the 
need to have clearer boundaries to check email, leave my desk, take breaks and switch on 
fully and only to meetings that would have previously been addressed by using the 
photocopier, checking the post room, grabbing a coffee! Therefore I am working harder to 
define and plan my days and understand the need not to have meetings back to back – 
spreading projects or planning for teaching and learning activities over longer periods.” 



 
The automation, autonomy and self-regulation in this answer echoes the words of Hassan: 
“Computer-driven automation on a networked and global scale is engendering a new 
illusion regarding our relationship with technology as evidence of either our ‘specialness’ or 
our inherent ‘mastery over nature’...Automation, however, to an unprecedented degree, 
objectifies and exteriorizes the processes of technology use, alienating the individual (and 
society) from the ‘circle of action’. This process is throwing us back to a ‘reasoned self-
delusion’ where we increasingly believe that we no longer need each other so much.” 
(Hassan, 241: 2015). Contrast this enforced alienation with the spirit of the commons that 
Illich heralded in a late speech. In the speech, Illich explains that the ‘commons’ in question 
is, historically (and prior to ‘enclosure’), a communal space, beyond any private possession 
but which everyone can lay some social claim to use in their own way. We have seen our 
public commons gradually eroded and eventually seized as private, for example, North 
Derbyshire Tertiary College, which was closed by the Learning and Skills Council and the land 
sold is now a Morrisons supermarket or The People’s College Nottingham, now part of 
Nottingham College, is being potentially developed for hotel and tourism. In the Neoliberal 
world of the present, everything serves capital and everything has a price and measurable 
cost, particularly work time. But what happens when that is blurred with the last commons - 
the free, leisure time of your personal life? In an age of home working, autonomy and 
automation, the surveillance afforded from digital technologies means there is little excuse 
not to be continually working. As Avis puts it: “The auto-recording of platform usage means 
that teachers and learners are subject to the 'vigilance of intersecting gazes' (Foucault, 
1991: 271) and are compelled to behave as if they are constantly being assessed and 
inspected.” I recall a meeting where our leaders raised UCET’s proposal for teachers having 
a (online) dress code. Incredulous that there was nothing more of priority for UCET to 
concern itself with, I suggested seriously that teachers should respond to such directives by 
giving the V to the camera when observed for what, precisely, was anyone in the hierarchy 
going to do about it, if a teacher at home chose to wear a t-shirt or a tracksuit while 
teaching online during a pandemic? I suppose the powers of be expect us to behave with 
conscience. This view – a lack of recognition for protocol and presumed etiquette around 
the indistinction of work/domestic life – is echoed by another colleague, who says: “Covid 
has changed my ‘professional life’ both entirely and not at all. It has clarified much and made 
other things more complicated in a satisfying way. I make no distinction anyway between 
work and life: they are the same. Working from home just underlines this.”  
  
Illich saw this alternatively: “The machine-like behaviour of people chained to electronics 

constitutes a degradation of their well-being and of their dignity which, for most people in 

the long run, becomes intolerable. Observations of the sickening effect of programmed 

environments show that people in them become indolent, impotent, narcissistic and 

apolitical. The political process breaks down, because people cease to be able 

to govern themselves; they demand to be managed.” 

The Overton Window is firmly locked and things may never change again. Really, everyone 

just wants to go outside and get together and our hunger for experience, which 

characterises the age and the tools of this age (Instagram, Facebook and other social media) 

has suddenly been taken away from everyone.  



It’s simple enough to use COVID as a chance to reconfigure everything, make everyone 

more productive and efficient, where the speed of change influences power structures and 

labour becomes increasingly accelerated: the credo is “faster, smaller, cheaper” (Virilio, 

2000). Whereas “Utopia’ used to denote a coveted, dreamt-of distant goal to which 

progress should, could and would eventually bring the seekers after a world better serving 

human needs. In contemporary dreams the image of ‘progress’ seems to have moved from 

the discourse of shared improvement to that of individual survival. Progress is no longer 

thought about in the context of an urge to rush ahead, but in connection with a desperate 

effort to stay in the race.” (Bauman, 103: 2013) Rather than take a moment for a critical 

pause and survey of everything, we are using COVID to get more done, get it done quicker. 

Other notes 
 
How has COVID changed your professional life and those of your students, colleagues and 
institution?   
 
The Initial Teacher Education PCE team at Wolverhampton adapted to the challenges we faced from 
Covid by utilising our main resource, which is our collaborative spirit. Extensive planning and was 
made across the summer of 2020 to prepare for September’s new cohort. This came after the initial 
few months between March and June, when teaching on the PGCE modules had begun to lessen.  
 
A strength of the team is its consideration of students above all else. We realise the difficulties that 
Covid presents and know that our students may have multiple commitments, so we endeavour to be 
supportive and flexible where we can be. One  
 
“Sessions typically always seem intensive and tiring, more so than classroom-based teaching. It is 
quite easy to revert to Teacher Talk Time, though we make good use of the chat panel. I have noted 
that ‘engagement’ becomes a prime concern of discussions and one might think that students are 
engaged when they are (apparently) listening and writing in the chat. It’s important when delivering 
a lot of content to ensure that students also take notes and I have always felt a need to explore what 
important note-taking looks like – usually advising two columns with one covering ‘taught content’ 
notes and the other compiling memos, questions, implications and ideas (MQII). “ 
 
 

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/2603574

