
 A LETTER FROM TODAY TO YESTERDAY, WITH A NOTE FOR TOMORROW. 
 
 
Ageing can create different pressures. Among them is the urge to demonstrate to 
younger people how much more wise and clever we were back then.  
 
Well, were we? 
 
I strongly believe that in terms of political education and political literacy, even in the 
time of Thatcher, we had in our heads a belief that we could fight back. She 
unintentionally inspired people like me to make a connection between education and 
community. Eventually we lost that fight when her favourite son, TB, took over and 
destroyed not only comprehensive schools but also broke their connection with local 
democracy. Local Education Authorities were demolished. Every headteacher today, 
every principal of a further education college and every university vice chancellor 
must now model themselves on Richard Branson. 
 
I have recently been looking through masses of material that I and others produced 
in the seventies, eighties and nineties. There were very many projects emerging 
from Local Authority Advisors and Examination Boards, so many of them involving 
Records of Achievement and all of them devoted to the enablement of learners.  
 
I remember while I was Head of Humanities at Saint Brigid's being very influenced by 
an article in a motorcycle magazine. It was written by Doug Hele, the Chief Engineer 
of Triumph Motorcycles and, from memory, it was entitled "No Gaffer at the 
Meeting." 
 
Hele explained that whenever they held a technical meeting not even he, as the 
boss, should impose his views and silence those of others: if an apprentice had a 
good idea they would be heard. 
 
This is why I worked so hard to persuade the staff that this should be how decisions 
ought to be taken. Eventually that is what happened. 
 
I thought, however, that in addition I had persuaded all staff that pupils should be 
brought into this, especially prior to reports being written 'about' them. Every Friday 
morning young people were given time to self-evaluate their week's learning. The 
evaluation model was designed in consultation with my own registration class. 
Unfortunately, too many staff, despite what they had formally agreed, were unable to 
go that far. They allowed kids to self-evaluate but half of them ignored what they 
wrote. 
  
I felt it was like inviting someone to a dance but refusing to take the floor with them. 
 
The external examiner for my masters dissertation was Lawrence Stenhouse who in 
1985 published Research As Basis For Teaching. The Open University made it a set 
book. They and he were over optimistic because government policy makers took a 
very different approach. Stenhouse even saw the potential for inspectors to 
contribute to this approach because they could bring knowledge and experience 
from the numbers of schools they had visited. Education would become a thinking 



profession. 
 
Mode Three was the term for public examinations that were written by schools and 
educators rather than by examination boards. There were lots of CSE Mode Threes 
And I felt that obtaining approval for the first GCSE Mode Three in Community 
Studies was a fantastic professional achievement. I was very proud. As the local 
community bravely responded to the destruction of their old community by planning 
the largest housing co-operative in western Europe this GCSE blended in. Young 
people were sitting round a table with architects, solicitors and parents and others 
examining, for example, demographic trends in order to decide how many bedrooms 
houses would need. Then they would write this up as course work and also sit 
related written examinations in order to obtain a GCSE qualification. 
 
Mode Threes were permitted under Section Five of the 1988 Education Act.  
 
Government abolished that section and a little later the Catholic Church closed down 
the school. The community was almost totally Catholic and so the school was 
inclusive, not divisive. It did not fit the Archbishopôs notion of a Catholic school. 
Brilliant Brother John who lived in the area was instructed by his Religious Order to 
leave and teach in a posh area. He refused and, although adhering to his vows, left 
his Order in order to maintain his commitment to the values of the school and the 
needs of the community. 
 
Some years ago when I sent the Abstract of my dissertation to some friends I was 
told that it was out of date. I agree. But for me itôs out of datedness comes from a 
time far more socially advanced than what we face today. Young people are now 
subjected to a curriculum devised by national politicians whose notions of 
assessment derive from the dodgy research of Cyril Burt whose belief in eugenics 
divided young people at eleven into good racial specimens and inferior ones. If you 
failed the 11-Plus as I did you were inferior. I can hardly believe that some areas still 
have grammar schools, but they do.  
 
And then when Ken Clarke became Secretary of State for Education he ignored all 
the research being undertaken at the University of Leeds into the assessment of 
seven year olds embarking on the National Curriculum and out of his head told 
teachers what scores he expected their children to reach. He then invented Ofsted to 
ensure that teachers worked only to his self-devised model. In his autobiography, 
Kind of Blue, 2016, he tells us he is proud of inventing Ofsted. 
 
As Director of CPD in Education at the University of Liverpool I had to manage and 
endure an inspection by Her Majestyôs Inspectors (HMI) that covered two academic 
years. They were professionals who engaged with us. I felt we were treated with 
respect. Today teachers have twenty minutes to show OFSTED that a class has 
óimprovedô. To me that is a lack of respect for both teachers and learners. 
 
So, I believe the past often beats the present. 
 
The examination board that read my dissertation recommended that it be published. 
Somehow that did not happen, until now. 
 



As for the future, I often read that capitalism is dead and with it social stratification. 
Instead I see a chameleon. The gap between the rich who can empower the lives of 
their children and the poor who cannot is ever widening. We have just elected a 
Labour Government. Well, have we? 
 
The UK has currently fallen into the hands of a pretend socialist committed to the 
growth of that gap.  
 
What should, what can, we do? 
 
And by the way, if you manage to plod through the following you might be confused 
that while the notes in the main text are in Roman Numerals the notes themselves 
are listed in Arabic Numerals. I assume the reason is that each were scanned by 
different machines. 
 
  



TEACHERSô PERCEPTIONS OF THE PLACE OF POLITICAL EDUCATION IN 
THE CURRICULUM FOR CHILDREN 14-16 YEARS OLD. 
 

Cliff Jones 
 
 
 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
This dissertation begins with a background to political education in Britain and a 
review of some of the definitions of political education currently in use. This is 
followed by a description of St. Brigid's and the area in which it operates in terms of 
political systems and the model of political education most appropriate for the school. 
Both school and the area are described together with the environment which they 
share. There is a curriculum history of the school which makes use of interview 
material with certain members of staff on their perceptions; and finally a model is 
presented which provides both a means of making sense of what is happening in the 
school and a conceptual framework for further study. 



CONTENTS   

  
PAGE 

 
PREFACE 
 

  
6 

STRUCTURE OF THE STUDY  7 

 
BACKGROUND TO POLITICAL EDUCATION 

 
 

8 

 
SOME DEFINITIONS OF POLITICAL EDUCATION CURRENTLY IN USE 

 11 

 
THE APPROACH TO POLITICAL EDUCATION TAKEN IN THIS STUDY 

 
 

 
16 

 
BACKGROUND TO THE SCHOOL 

  
17 

 
THE AREA SERVED BY ST. BRIGID'S 

  
21 

 
THE ENVIRONMENT SHARED BY THE SCHOOL AND ITôS CATCHMENT 
AREA 
 

  
25 

CURRICULUM HISTORY  27 

 
THE MODEL 

  
42 

 
FIGURES AND DIAGRAMS 

  
48 

 
NOTES 

  
59 

 
BIBLIOGRAPHY 

  
64 

 
APPENDICES 

  
68 

 
  



PREFACE 
 
 
This study is largely based upon personal experience. Much of my teaching, since 
1968, has been in schools which operated against a background of urban decay, 
economic decline and falling birth rates. During this time two inexorable pressures 
made themselves felt upon those schools: the gradually lessening need to produce a 
workforce for local industry since jobs, particularly traditional ones, disappeared; and 
increasing competition for the numbers to ensure survival. The options facing one 
particular school and the choice it appears to be making in such circumstances lie 
behind much of the work of this study. 
 
During the period in which I worked in the area in which St. Brigid's school operates 
(1973-1985), I was very much concerned with political education. Having an academic 
qualification in politics meant that I was often engaged in disputes with those who felt 
that geography or history ought to be more prominent on the timetable i. I was also 
for some years a member of the Politics Association Executive Committee and of the 
Working Party on Political Literacy ii. This gave me, I believe, an opportunity to see 
some of the thinking on political education during the seventies in a context not 
experienced by most of its proponents: that is to say, in schools, where pursuit of 
academic qualifications such as '0' and 'A' levels were seen to be of little importance. 
I have also had the opportunity of seeing different approaches to political education in 
action throughout the North West of England. Over a period of more than ten years I 
have been both a Chief Moderator, visiting schools, and a Chief Examiner for 
Government and Politics C.S.E. and G.C.S.E. 
 
Having the personal experience I have outlined, and knowing something of the area, 
led me to consider that if St. Brigid's was to survive the pressures it was under,iii it 
should recognise its inter- dependence with a community also struggling for 
survival.iv. This would mean thinking about an appropriate curriculum and 
developing a closer relationship with the community. The form political education 
would take in St. Brigid's might depend upon how its teachers perceived (1) the 
school as an institution, (2) the area in which it operates, and (3) curriculum 
development. 
 
When St. Brigid's opened I was its head of humanities. During its first year it became 
a member of the Liverpool 14-16 Curriculum Development Project. I am now an 
assistant co-ordinator of that project, responsible for servicing St. Brigid's. This has 
provided me with the opportunity of looking at the perceptions its teachers have of 
political education, particularly in the 14-16 age range and of seeing how near they 
are to what I would suggest is appropriate for the schools' situation. 



STRUCTURE OF THE STUDY 
 
 
This study will begin with a background to political education and a review of some of 
the definitions of political education currently in use. There will then be an outline of 
the approach to political education taken here. This will be followed by descriptions 
of both the school and the area it serves and of the environment in which they both 
operate. There will also be a curriculum history of the school which will make use of 
interview material with certain members of staff on their perceptions. This material is 
available in the appendix. Finally, a model will be devised which will provide both a 
means of making sense of what is happening in the school and a conceptual 
framework for further study. 
  



BACKGROUND TO POLITICAL EDUCATION 
 
To describe the background to political education it will be helpful to first define some 
of the terms frequently in use. 
 
'Socialisation' is defined as the inculcation in the young of an acceptance of 
normative behaviour as perceived by their teachers. The emphasis in political 
education has often been upon an acceptance of the status quo. 
 
'Indoctrination' is defined as something rather more systematic and deliberate than 
socialisation. Its aim is the acceptance of a set of beliefs, not just habits of behaviour 
and they could reinforce a status quo or seek to change it. 
 
'Citizenship' contains elements of both socialisation and indoctrination. Courses in 
citizenship have often been survival kits for young people, containing the kind of 
knowledge which would enable them to cope with public administration. They have 
often emphasised an acceptance of the rights and duties bestowed by the British 
Constitution. 
 
'Political literacy' is a term which has come into use in the last twenty years. Dispute 
about it has been central to much of the debate about political education. I propose, 
therefore, to leave explanation of the term until later. 
 
In a sense, schools have never been without political education. It would be a 
mistake to assume that, because in the 1970's and 1980's the term 'political 
education' gained currency and it became the subject of serious study and debate, it 
did not exist either earlier or in any other form. The purpose for which schools were 
established, the relationships operating within them and the content of their teaching 
all carry a political message. At times schools have been established in response to 
a perceived need to supply industry with certain kinds of young people; the relation- 
ships within schools have reflected particular views of society; and the content of 
many subjects taught in schools has often reinforced particular sets of values about 
Britain's place in the world and the social organisation that goes with it. 
 
During the nineteenth century the public schools educated for leadership, while 
voluntary schools emphasised religious education. The 1870 Elementary Education 
Act, while attempting to provide mini mal standards of education for workplace and 
home, did not seek to disturb the supremacy of the public schools: indeed the 
provision of a docile workforce was needed if the position of those educated for 
leadership was to be generally accepted. The establishment of state grammar 
schools in 1902 completed 



the hierarchical structure. What we had now was a stratified system of education 
which reflected and reinforced a stratified society. 
 
Between the world wars much thinking took place about citizenship. The 
developments which took place were more likely to confirm that to disturb the social 
order v. Subjects such as history and geography usually accounted for much of what 
is now called political education vi. The struggles for timetable space taking place 
today between, on the one hand, history and geography, and on the other, the social 
sciences, suggest that the two traditional subjects continue to occupy their dominant 
position vii. 
 
During the 1940's, the social studies movement viii emerged in the state sector, 
although it did not gain more than a foothold on timetables. After the second raising 
of the school leaving age in 1971, social studies re-emerged as a socialising agent 
for those children unwilling to stay on at school. In this way the traditional subjects 
continued to occupy the timetable and maintain their high status by association with 
prestigious public examinations such as the General Certificate of Education 
(G.C.E.). Subjects such as social studies became associated with non-examination 
courses or less prestigious public examinations such as the Certificate of Secondary 
Education (C.S.E.). By using social studies like this schools could hope to damp 
down disaffection among reluctant students while continuing an academic education 
for upper streamers. 
 
Meanwhile, subjects such as British Constitution and Law began to establish 
themselves in the 1950's at Advanced level. Courses in British Constitution 
emphasised the authority it derives from history. They tended not to emphasise 
change. As such they represented a ritualistic view of government and politics likely to 
maintain the distance between the hierarchical orders of society. The distance could 
also be said to have been formalised in the 1944 tripartite system which reinforced 
the stratification of society. 
 
The coming of C.S.E. in 1965, followed by the raising of the school leaving age 
(ROSLA) six years later, saw a rapid expansion of courses of political education. 
Although C.S.E. had not been designed for the so-called bottom 40% of the ability 
range many schools included them in such courses, or designed particular Mode 3 
courses, sometimes confined to the lower grades of ability.ix. 
 
In parallel with the emergence of C.S.E. was the development of comprehensive 
schooling and increased possibilities for mixed ability teaching. The hostile response 
to such developments, during and after the Great Debate, also affected political 
education. It is at this time we can see political education 



gaining its name and being treated seriously by academics and politicians. 
 
 
Signposts of the developing seriousness with which political education has been 
treated since 1969 
are: 
 
 
'the formation of the Politics Association, the production of a regular journal for 
teachers of politics, grants from the Nuffield and Leverhulme Foundations for research 
into political education and from the D.E.S., for the support of the Politics Association, 
mention in the first Red Book, Publication of 'Political Education and Political Literacy' 
, Appointment of L.E.A. subject advisors for political Education.' (Beavan, G., 1982). 
 
Stradling and Noctor (1981) identify 1977 as the watershed for political education. In 
that year H.M.I.s Slater and Henessey produced the paper in the Red Book which 
examined the case for including political education in the 14-16 school curriculums 
(1977). In the same year, public support came from both the Secretary of State for 
Education and Science, Shirley Williams, and her shadow, Norman St. John Stevas 
The national survey carried out by Stradling and Noctor (1981), revealed that the 
number of schools offering exclusively political courses virtually doubled in the four 
years after 1977. 
 
Furthermore, they noted an increase in the number of courses which were 
compulsory. Such courses were more likely than not to be non-examination and their 
pattern was, they noted, strikingly uniform. 
 
They were chiefly concerned with the transmission of knowledge about national and 
local institutions. Often they were watered down versions of '0' Level British 
Constitution and were increasingly provided for all pupils within a given age range, 
regardless of ability. Stradling and Noctor found no significant evidence that political 
education was being used as a deliberate tool of socialisation. Nevertheless, it would 
seem that the widespread provision of such courses would be more likely to confirm 
than to disturb social order. 
 
The National Survey was published in 1981 and could be said to derive most of its 
data from a period of rapid growth for political education xi. More recently, in the 
macro political sphere, consensus has given way to polarisation. Political education 
has come under attack from the press and from academics xii. It has been barred 
from Y.T.S. courses xiii and threatened by legislation xiv. One positive sign was the 
speech by Bob Dunne, the Under Secretary of State at the D.E.S., to the Politics 
Association Annual Conference in 1984. In this speech he recognised that political 
education should continue to be an important part of the curriculum. 



Recently attempts have been made by the Association of Teachers of Social 
Science (ATSS), the Economics Association and the Politics Association, to co-
operate in establishing their subjects in the curriculum of schools. Various strategies 
have been put forward. It seems that they have recognised there is little to be gained 
from fighting each other for the position of 'extra humanities subject on the timetable'. 
The way forward for these subject interests would seem to be in exploring the 
potentiality of integrated\modules or techniques for pervading the curriculum xv. 
 
SOME DEFINITIONS OF POLITICAL EDUCATION CURRENTLY IN USE 
 
 
In this section some of the terms defined earlier are used by different authorities. 
They and other terms are not always given the same definitions. Indeed, dispute 
about the meaning of terms is a characteristic of the development of political 
education. 
 
Alex Porter (Porter & Stradling, 1982), refers to four philosophies underpinning 
alternative programmes of political education. 



The conservative form may be said to value tradition and emphasise knowledge of 
existing procedures. 
 
The liberal form places emphasis upon the position of the individual in political 
procedures. 
 
The reformist form aims to modify the political system to produce social justice. 
 
The radical form emphasises the ability to criticise existing arrangements and to seek 
alternatives. 
 
Porter (1983) favours the radical form because without critical awareness, he says 
there will be merely the transmission and inculcation of those selected facts and 
skills which are regarded by others as the only ones which are worthwhile or 
appropriate ï a process of indoctrination. Radical political education\is, he suggests, 
the antithesis of political socialisation. 
 
In order to make certain points, Alex Porter (1979) offers two broad classifications of 
the criticisms made of the Programme for Political Education which made use of the 
concept of political literacy. 
 
They are: 
 
Political literacy is so ambiguous as to be meaningless, and 
 
Political literacy is simply instruction into an uncritical acceptance of the status quo. 



The first criticism he answers by arguing in favour of a range of interpretations. In his 
answer to the second criticism, Porter sometimes appears to be using the terms 
'political education' and 'political literacy', interchangeably. He scorns courses which 
seek to catalogue British political institutions and to revere the customs and 
conventions of our own system. 
 
'Not only have such proposals little in common with political literacy, in my view, they 
do not even deserve to be dignified with the title political education. Such teaching, 
which is confined to propositional .commodity' knowledge and which excludes a 
critical examination not only of political ideas and political issues, but also of the 
assumptions of the subject matter of politics and the values underlying and 
surrounding the teaching programme itself, cannot be accepted as political education. 
The transmission of given political and social 'facts' while denying the opportunity 
and ability to reflect critically and act upon them is, quite simply, indoctrination.' 
 
He rejects political socialisation as unworthy of the name 'political education'. In order 
to deserve the name, we must adhere to the concept of political literacy. The 
definition of political literacy he quotes is: 
 
"Politically literate people should know what the main disputes are about, what beliefs 
the main contestants have of them, how they relate to institutions, and they will have 
a predisposition to be politically effective while respecting the sincerity of othersò. 
(Crick and Porter 1978, p.1). 
 
What he has described here appears to be, in his own words, 'politics as an activity 
or interest which is the province of rather remote administrative and academic elites' 
(1983). He later seems to advocate a wider notion of political education to include the 
opportunity to examine people's day-to- day experiences and the development of the 
skills and techniques for personal involvement. In this way he hopes to 'develop a 
critical awareness of the political dimensions of social relationships and structures...' 
 
There remains a problem. To Porter, political education which does not provide he 
opportunity and ability to reflect and act critically, is indoctrination: it seeks to 
establish an acceptance of a status quo. How then, is he to describe political 
education which seeks to establish a consensus for change? Critical awareness and 
the radical form of political education advocated by him (1983) should surely also be 
described as indoctrination. The answer is that his definition of what is radical 
political education qua political literacy occupies a mid point, balanced between the 
inculcation of conformity and the deliberate encouragement of change. 



Stradling has identified and described typical characteristics of five possible models 
for political education (1983). They are: 
 
CONSERVATIVE 
 
'Aims derived from perceived needs of society/policy; knowledge focussing mainly on 
how the political system works... and the rights and responsibilities of the citizen. 
Seldom any emphasis on the acquisition of skills... values may be explicit or implicit, 
but usually system supporting'. 
 
LIBERAL 
 
'Aims derived from perceived needs of the individual... knowledge covered usually 
goes beyond the working of political institutions to consider the issues dividing people 
and groups within society and minorities' rights and interests... not only analytical 
skills, but also participating skills. Implicit support for liberal democratic values, 
majority rule, minority rights, freedom of speech and association (perhaps even 
some latent support of conservative values, respect for authority, rule of law, 
property, etc.). Explicit support for procedural values and 'rational man' who 
appreciates other points of view, recognises the complexity of political problems and 
weighs the evidence before acting'. 
 
APOLITICAL 
 
'Aims derived from perceived educational needs of individuals; knowledge and 
understanding tends to be drawn from publicly-acknowledged 'forms of knowledge' 
academic disciplines in the Social Sciences and Humanities. Not skills-based, except 
for emphasis on analytical skills; certainly the values are 'educational' rather than 
substantially political, although there is often a latent commitment to liberal values in 
this approach to political education'. 
 
REFORMIST 
 
'Aims derived from perceived political needs of individuals or specific groups, classes 
or strata. The content of Reformist approaches to political education may well be 
similar to liberal approaches with emphasis on rights, minorities, and political issues. 
Greater emphasis on critical understanding but a tendency for this to focus in a 
piecemeal way on specific issues, decisions and actions. Emphasis also on 
participatory and organising skills. At the level of values, more collectivistic in 
orientation than the liberal approach and a strong emphasis on giving those with 
limited access to power the means and self-confidence to take an active role' 



RADICAL 
 
'Aims derived from a theoretical analysis of society and/or perceived needs of a 
group, class or stratum and/or perceived future needs of society. Knowledge and 
understanding may well be very similar to Reformist approaches, plus a critical 
understanding of society and their life chances within it, and knowledge of the 
alternatives. Emphasis on skills and learning through doing - not only analytical skills 
for reflecting on actions and experience, but also organising skills and skills for direct 
action. Values more collectivist than the other approaches but varying according to 
political and ideological perspective, e.g. Freirian, Marxist, etc.ô 
 
Of the five possible models, the most interesting is the fifth. Defining radical is a 
besetting problem for students and proponents of political education. It is difficult to 
see radical political education remaining within the constraints of a subject based 
school timetable. 
 
Clive Harber (1986), points out that in Britain, political education has always been 
restricted. Possibly, he suggests, this is because of the nature of the Politics 
Association and the interests of those teachers it represents. Political education has 
consent rated upon British government and politics, leaving 'World Studies' and 
'Peace Education' to develop separate traditions. 
 
Stradling (1983) reinforces the point when he refers to constraints such as 35 minute 
lessons, the tradition of frontal teaching, the lack of resources, narrow expectations of 
students and the career patterns in British schools which encourage teachers to 
concentrate upon high status public examinations. Both he and Ian Lister (1983) 
have found that while teachers might claim a commit- ment to non-conservative 
models of political education the constraints drive teachers in traditional directions. 
 
Leslie Bash in 'The Poverty of Political Education' (1984) argues that, 'to a large 
degree the current curriculum models of political education reflect a liberal mode of 
thought which fails to confront fundamental issues of political development. Political 
literacy is, for Bash, 'a treatment of political education in, ultimately, non-political 
terms'. There is, he says, 
 
'...an assumption held by those who adhere to the liberal model that contemporary 
society is changing incrementally and that the real need is for a population educated 
to the extent that they will be better able to participate in the management of social 
change'. 
 
Instead he sees society changing radically, while our national political cultures lag 
behind. Legitimation in a society in which widespread technological, economic and 
demographic change has taken place, is provided, largely, by mass media which 
structures both presentation and response. The 



practical political culture of today operates, he says, at a covert level. It is concerned 
with the resolution of day-to-day problems which are rarely seen as political. He 
quotes Fred Ridley's argument that, what may interest school-children is learning 
how to 'operate within the system: how, individually, to protect their rights, for 
example, and how to promote their immediate interests' (1982). 
 
Bash goes on to examine the argument for a more critical model of political education, 
looking in particular at Antonio Gramsci's educational philosophy (1977). This is 
concerned with the mobilis- ation of the mass of the people, enabling their 
participation in social transformation. It would be carried out by developing in the 
young, (at the same time), an understanding of the overt cultural foundations of 
society and an ability to confront critically the myths of the covert culture. Where this 
programme of political education becomes problematic, according to Bash, is in the 
difficulty of producing an understanding of the status quo without also socialising 
young people into its norms. For Bash, both conservative (in which he includes 
Marxist) and liberal models of political education make use of the same processes 
whether they seek to reproduce the status quo or to change it. They both assume 
that programmes of political education should be assessed in terms of desired 
curricular goals, rather than, as he suggests, in terms of complex inter-relationships 
including those of the hidden curriculum. On the other hand, the critical model does 
not sit comfortably with notions of political education as a subject discipline. It 
suggests curricular change which ó...denotes a politicisation of the curriculum, not in 
the sense of ideological penetration and imposition, but in the sense of contributing to 
the reformation of people as political beings. 
 
 
THE APPROACH TO POLITICAL EDUCATION TAKEN IN THIS STUDY 
 
 
The interaction between St. Brigid's and the environment in which it operates may be 
seen in terms of a miniature political system xvi Looked at like this, it has a structure 
made up, for example, of heads, deputies, heads of departments, assistants, 
secretaries and pupils. The jobs carried out by them, collectively and individually, are 
their functions; and their processes are how they arrive at their decisions and carry 
out their functions. In operation these three, structure, function and process, can be 
described as a system. Outside the school is what might be described as 
environment. This is not merely the physical catchment area of a school but also the 
pressures and demands acting upon it from, for example, the closure of a local factory 
to a new piece of legislation. 



The interaction of school and environment is that of a miniature political system and 
can be seen as politically educative xvii. 
 
In addition, St. Brigid's and the catchment area around it, may be seen as two 
miniature political systems each with its own distinct but overlapping environment 
xviii. Although this study is focussed primarily upon the school each of the two may 
be said to interact with its environment in terms of structure, function and process. In 
other words, they are both systems. Looking at the perceptions teachers have of the 
school and the community may, since they are inter-related, reveal the perceptions 
teachers have of the curriculum, including political education, appropriate for the 
school. 
 
The model of political education most appropriate for St.Brigid's would allow 
participation and controversy. It would pervade the whole school, including the hidden 
curriculum and encourage the transformation of its environment. It would enable the 
school and the community (or communities) to interact together with the environment 
they both share. 
 
Examining teachers' perceptions of political education, particularly for 14-16 year 
olds, alongside their perceptions of the school and of the community, should make it 
possible to allow for a wide range of perceptions. If political education is perceived as 
something wide and pervading, for example, this approach makes it noticeable. In 
the same way, a teacher taking a narrow view of political education will stand out. 
 
 
BACKGROUND TO THE SCHOOL 
 
 
St. Brigid's is a four form entry R.C. mixed comprehensive in the Vauxhall Ward of 
Liverpool. It was established in 1983 after the reorganisation of all Liverpool Catholic 
secondary schools into comprehensives. Previously it had been a secondary modern 
(Archbishop Whiteside). Although the area is predominantly Catholic, as the only 
secondary school in the area, it is perforce ecumenical. There are approximately 400 
pupils on roll with 25 staff. Predictions are that it will maintain it's intake during a time of 
falling rolls but the building could not possibly hold more than 600. It takes part in a 
shared sixth form arrangement with three other schools mainly on another site; but 
although it contributes teachers to this sixth form there have been very few of its own 
pupils in it. 
 
Catholic secondary school re-organisation had been beset by many delays during 
the sixties and 



seventies. The result was the eventual closure of forty-three schools in July 1983. 
Fifteen opened the following September. It was the intention of those who drew up 
the original reorganisation plan that there should be no secondary school in the 
Vauxhall area xix Only after a considerable campaign as the plan modified to include 
three extra schools, one of which was St. Brigid's xx. Nevertheless, those who had 
campaigned for a secondary school in the Vauxhall area felt dissatisfied with the 
inadequacies of the building which had been chosen. It was felt to suffer by 
comparison with what other new schools had seen given, particularly those who 
might be in a position to affect its intake. Officially it had no catchment area, although 
the geography of the area imposes an unofficial one; and with the low numbers with 
which it was expected to open, it was thought by many people to have been 
'designed to die' xxi. 
 
'Former colleagues commiserated with me when they were told where I had been 
appointed: all seemed to think the school had been designed to die' (Appendix A). 
 
There seemed to be very little chance, since it was based upon a small secondary 
modern, that the school would acquire parity of esteem with its single-sex, ex-
selective competitors. It was thought that it would open with fewer than 150 pupils and 
would be easy to close after a few years when falling rolls generally would bring about 
a need to top up the larger 11-18 schools xxii. 
 
'...very few of the staff knew each other, most pupils came from different secondary 
schools, the school was drastically under resourced, there was an impression that it 
was a sink school, there was an atmosphere of post reorganisation depression 
amongst many of the staff, it was seen as a school without a future' (Report on the 
school by the 14-16 Curriculum Development Unit). 
 
The staffing plan of the school had been drawn up before the appointment of the 
staff and could be described as traditional in both structure and function. The school 
was divided into faculties and intended to function through a subject based timetable. 
The job description for heads of department to be created in the impending 
reorganisation, 'indicated the formal structure about to be imposed on the school: 
 
'heads of department will be responsible for the development of courses within their 
own subject area... 
Staff management within their own department, 
 
in-service training for department members, 
 
the ordering and control of departmental equipment and stock, 



internal and external examinations, 
 
organisation of record keeping within their own departments... 
 
heads of departments will be accountable to the head teacher and deputy heads' 
 
Thus, a four tier staff structure was created with the head teacher at the top followed 
by his deputies, heads of faculty/department and classroom teachers, with little or no 
responsibility at that stage. Some of those in senior positions were happy to operate in 
an hierarchical manner: being part of a chain of command in which decisions made at 
the top are passed down. As will appear from some of the conversations held with 
staff as part of the research for this study, this is supported by their perceptions of 
what a school is. 
 
In addition to the conventional curricular structure laid down for the school there was 
also a distinctly pastoral structure which has been a source of functional conflict.xxiii. 
In the intended hierarchical framework pastoral care is associated with an exercise of 
control which does not easily allow for wider notions of learning in the curriculum. 
 
Towards the end of the school's first year a parallel structure was set up which in its 
turn was supported by other perceptions of what a school should be. This alternative 
structure centred around three staff groups for curriculum, community links and for 
resources. They were intended, among other things, to change the school's decision 
making processes xxiv. Membership of each group was open to any member of staff 
and non-members of staff could be co-opted. Meetings were held on a regular basis. 
They are not led by deputies, nor is discussion controlled. However, the alternative 
structure does conflict, from time to time with the school's formal structure and the 
perceptions of some teachers about how schools should be run xxv. 
 
At a planning meeting before the school was opened, there was a general 
acceptance that in order to survive, the school must first, develop strong links with the 
area it served, which would defend it if it should be under threat of closure, and 
second, undertake the kind of curriculum development that was not only appropriate 
to its social and economic environment but would also get the school noticed. 
 
Later, it began to emerge that the commitments made at this meeting required 
changes in techniques and roles which exceeded the current expertise of the staff as 
a whole and, in many cases, their value frameworks. For example, at the weekend 
there was a commitment made to introduce profiling, without a thorough 
consideration of how this would clash with the desires of some staff 



for traditional internal examinations and school reports xxvi. There was a genuine 
desire on the part of many of the staff to break the mould. However, besides not 
being sure how to do this, they were hampered by the structure laid down for the 
school, which perpetuated the tradition al roles of the teachers in subject areas and 
left pastoral care preoccupied with problems of control. 
 
Furthermore, later attempts to increase the participation of more people in the 
school's decision making processes created pressure on those whose job 
descriptions gave them responsibilities for management. Power to make decisions 
appears to lie with the two deputies xxvii. While their relationships with the rest of the 
staff are generally good it might be remembered that St. Brigidôs is, physically, a 
compact building and that most members of staff held senior positions in other 
schools before their present jobs. It would be expecting a lot for the school's internal 
personal relationships always to be harmonious. 
 
The conflict between the formal and alternative school structures and the 
corresponding perceptions held by members of staff, has been compounded by the 
relative unsureness of those wishing to make changes in the curriculum. It is not easy 
to persuade doubting colleagues to discard well tried methods when there are few 
examples of the efficacy of new ones; and to suggest that one's colleagues, 
particularly if they are senior, are out of date and should discard some of their hard- 
worn expertise, is not likely to produce accord. 
 
The usefulness of working towards public examinations in traditional subject areas 
has been brought into question by most members of staff, as has the appropriateness 
of a top-down model for decision-making. However, under pressure of work, staff 
have tended to rely upon what they have done before and some may have looked to 
strong discipline to force square pegs into round holes. The contrast between the 
conventionality of the school's formal structure and functions and the process 
advocated in its rhetoric of change is a measure of the difficulties of implementing 
radical strategic thinking. 
 
From the beginning of its life there have been controversial issues which have 
touched upon the school and helped to make it somewhat politically aware and 
careful. All Liverpool schools may have grown used to operating in a turbulent political 
environment but St. Brigid's being the only secondary school in the Vauxhall Ward, 
has often felt itself uncomfortably close to the conflict between the ward Labour Party 
and the City Council. This will be referred to again in subsequent sections of the 
study. However, a report on the involvement of the school with the Eldonian 
Community Association gives some idea of the problems facing the school: 
 
"He (Steve Williams) was anxious to avoid pupils being caught in the middle 
between warring factions. 1nvolvment in politics could also produce difficulties: 'I don't 
want the kids 



or me to be caught in the Political battle... '. The pupils who had taken part in these 
activities (working with the housing cooperatives) seemed to have talked a fair 
amount to each other as well as to teachers about their experiences. Some had 
already come to identify very closely with what was happening: John Toye (acting 
head) reported them as saying things like 'we're winning', and Steve Williams quoted 
pupils as saying, 'our solicitor had them (the council) in pieces today'" (Watts, A.G., 
1985). 
 
 
THE AREA SERVED BY ST. BRIGIDôS 
 
 
In attempting to forge links with its catchment area, St. Brigid's has had to learn not to 
apply the concept of community indiscriminately. The relationships, loyalties and 
jealousies to be found in the area roughly covered by the Vauxhall ward are such 
that to think of the area as a single community is to make an over simplification. In 
the past external decision-makers, such as the local authority, the Church and the 
Home Office, have failed to recognise the complexity of the geographical area and as 
a result they have done more harm than good. 
 
The area is predominantly Roman Catholic, consisting of many small parishes which 
at one time were densely populated. The infrastructure provided by these parishes in 
terms of churches, parish clubs, social gatherings, infant, junior and secondary 
schools, has helped to maintain social cohesion even in a time of population decline 
and endemic unemployment. In recent years the desire of the church hierarchy to 
rationalise parishes and schools has put this cohesion under pressure. 
 
The area is also predominantly identified with the Labour Party. This may be traced 
to the days in Liverpool when the Conservative Party had considerable working-class 
support and was associated with Protestantism; the Labour Party, conversely, being 
associated with Irish Catholicism. Town planning decisions, particularly since the 
war, have had a great effect upon the area. There have been successive waves of 
council housing; and approximately fifteen years ago a large part of the area was 
cleared to make way for the new Mersey tunnel. One of the casualties of 



that clearance was the parish of St. Bridget's and its school. Recent planning 
decisions have been part of the reason for the deterioration of the relationship 
between the ward Labour Party and the constituency and district parties. 
Nevertheless, the vote has remained solid. 
 
The 1981 census Ward profile, although out of date, gives an insight into the area: 
declining population, poor housing stock, mainly owned by the city council, an 
increase in one parent families and high unemployment. The traditional means of 
employment in the area has had more to do with commerce than with manufacturing 
industry. In the past the docks and shipping were the major employers. Both were 
characterised by the casual and intermittent nature of their work and both have for 
some years now drastically reduced their need for manpower. Of the factories in the 
area, such as Tate and Lyle's, Tillotson's, the British American Tobacco Company 
and Bibby's, very little evidence remains. In some eases these employers have had 
reason to move their headquarters from Liverpool to London and this has been 
followed shortly after by the termination or reduction of their activities in Liverpool. 
 
The people living in the area served by St. Brigid's have been the clients of the 
Church, the Labour Party and commerce and industry. Such relationships have not 
enhanced the abilities of the people of the area to participate in making decisions 
which affect them closely. There is little prospect of sizeable industry coming into the 
area to provide work for the people living there; and the population itself is somewhat 
insular and reluctant to\ travel to other parts of the city. 
 
Various initiatives have been proposed and attempted by outsiders as solutions to 
what they perceived as problems of the area. The Home Office Community 
Development Project in Vauxhall (1972-1975), for example, repeatedly referred to 
the problems of school leavers, as well as offering solutions, in terms of the 'Vauxhall 
Ward'. This grouping was bound to fail, since it does not recognise the 'de facto' 
communities and loyalties which, in such a predominantly Catholic area, are often 
centred around many small parishes. In many ways the Project and the 
Neighbourhood Council which developed from it, have become the focus of 
disharmony, because they were part of externally imposed solutions. Furthermore, 
external notions of community often miss the target. It cannot be assumed that an 
area with a large proportion of semi and unskilled unemployed people and low 
income and its correlates will suffer community breakdown. The report on the Home 
Office Project (1975), acknowledges that the area possesses a higher level of social 
cohesion than was expected from the indices used by the Home Office. 
 
Another solution, originating from a community's own perception of its needs, is that 
proposed by the Eldonian Community Association. This is an elected organisation, 
run by volunteers who live in the area. They perceive needs in terms of a series of 
small-scale initiatives. They consider that: 



'by using the talents and enthusiasm of our own people, we intend to develop a 
neighbourhood with decent houses, shops, and leisure facilities. We have survived 
the slum landlord, the Luftwaffe, the planners, the Mersey tunnel, the ring road and 
the industrial collapse of the docks... we combine the resources of local and central 
government with the skills of local people... In particular, we have always received 
the support and encouragement of our local priests...' (Eldonian Publicity Material, 
1985). 
 
One of the major initiatives to come from this community is the idea of the 'Eldonian 
Village'. This project is aimed at the redevelopment of the site of the demolished Tate 
and Lyle refinery, as a community of homes for 145 families at the moment living in 
the area in tenement blocks scheduled for demolition. It is the result of partnership 
between the Eldonian Community Association and Merseyside Improved Housing. 
The 'village' will be owned by a cooperative and houses will be rented or offered for 
share ownership to its members, all local people. 
 
The Eldonians have identified St. Brigid's as a part of their developmental strategies 
and it is seen as crucial to future social cohesion. A number of the Association are 
members of the School Governing Body as well as the parent-teacher Association. 
This relationship has been viewed by the community as a two-way process, with the 
school using the community as a curriculum resource and in turn the community 
influencing the curriculum of the school. 
 
Joint school-community initiatives involving St. Brigid's and the Eldonians include a 
neighbourhood Watch Scheme, a community skills inventory, other housing co-
operatives, a leisure centre and a summer festival. In addition, the school has been 
involved with the Vauxhall Neighbourhood Council in the production of a community 
newspaper and a local history study. These initiatives have sometimes provided a 
means for pupils to participate on an equal basis with other members of the 
communities. 
 
A report on the involvement of the school with the Eldonians described some of 
the activities as follows: 
 
Two Pupils went to the Eldonians every Wednesday afternoon during the winter 
term. They were invited to design the logo for the housing co-operative: John Toye 
(acting head) contrasted this with another organisation which had paid £500 for a 
professional logo design. They (and others) also went with a group of Eldonians who 
visited a number of other co-operatives in and around the city to get ideas and learn 
from others' experiences. 
Six or seven pupils from the second and fourth/ fifth years attended some of the co- 



operative's committee meetings... Cath O'Leary (co-ordinator of the school's 
curriculum development project) told me that their opinions had been recognised as 
important, especially for example in relation to plans for converting a local disused 
warehouse into a sports centre: a group had been involved in a planning exercise on 
this. She commented that the experience of being listened to in this way was an 
unusual experience for them and had had a considerable impact on them. One girl 
had actually asked for her name to be placed on the housing list. It emerged that she 
was living with her father, taking most of the responsibility for bringing up her 
younger brothers and sisters, and taking a lot of the family decisions. Yet, in the 
classroom, she was often ódifficult': when some people from the co-operative came 
into the school, they found she had been suspendedlô.28 
 
Later the report goes on to discuss the wider notions of work and of enterprise that 
may apply in this area. Cath O'Leary says: 
 
'Children in this school feel the future holds nothing for them. They still want a job, 
and we perhaps are still too optimistic that they'll get a job. We don't do enough to 
face the possibility that they may not: the fact that they will be able to live and cope 
with the community in which they live, either as a worker or a non-worker. We need to 
make them more conscious of the feeling that they can be part of it: that doing a job 
is not the only way to contribute. They can contribute in other ways, if they're 
prepared to make the effort and to fight for it'. 
 
In addition Steve Williams (head of Humanities), having pointed out that the 
Eldonians' activities were all unpaid forms of work, says: 
 
'If you get kids involved in the community rather than go on the streets when they 
don't get a job, they could get involved in this sort of work. If you can get kids who are 
normally vandalising the area, to care about where they're living, they can contribute 
to the community' (Watts, A.G., 1985).



THE ENVIRONMENT SHARED BY THE SCHOOL AND ITS CATCHMENT AREA 
 
The environment, in which both St. Brigid's and the various communities surrounding 
it exist, is hostile. Both school and communities suffer from the effects of long-term 
unemployment. This has forced some people in the communities to consider setting 
up their own community companies to provide work for themselves xxix.. The school 
has likewise had to face the fact that it was no longer viable to prepare young people 
for traditional paid employment in the local factories. Falling rolls have also brought 
teachers up against the inadequacies of streaming. St. Brigid's does not operate 
inside a stratified area with different jobs for young people with academic and non-
academic qualifications; and with fewer pupils it does not, in any case, have the 
numbers for clearly defined streams. 
 
In the past secondary education has served the needs of a stratified society. In 
particular, especially before Catholic comprehensivization, education in the area 
accentuated the gap between the 'academic' curriculum of the grammar school and 
the 'practical' curriculum of the secondary modern. The ending of the eleven plus has 
not seen the disappearance of this gap. The competition within and between schools 
for examination results to publish also produces a consequent desire to damp down 
the disaffection of lower attaining pupils by providing such courses as City and 
Guilds 365 and the Certificate for Pre Vocational Education (C.P.V.E.). The various 
interventions by the Manpower Services Commission (M.S.C.) have reinforced the 
pressure for a large vocational component in education to go alongside the parental 
pressure for traditional qualifications. Schools are still, then, being pressured to 
provide for a world of work unchanged from the days of massified industry xxx with its 
needs for an elite of managers and a docile workforce. 
 
In addition to this economic and educational pressure, successive town planning 
decisions in Liverpool have brought into question the physical survival of the area. The 
destruction of large areas of Scotland Road for the new tunnel and the building of the 
inner city ring road have placed pressure upon the cohesion of various communities. 
The recent insistence of the city Council that planning decisions be made centrally 
and that housing cooperatives must be taken over has led to conflict. 



Much of this has been played out in the struggle for control of the Vauxhall ward and 
the Riverside Constituency Labour Party. The kinds of decisions being made will 
have an effect upon the kind of place St. Brigid's catchment area will be. 
 
What may now be emerging is a mutual recognition, by the school and the 
communities, of their interdependence in a shared environment. This recognition is 
accompanied by new kinds of relationships within and between school and 
communities. Inside St. Brigid's decision making is often less hierarchical than the 
formal structure would indicate and the curriculum is beginning to give credit to 
attitudes, skills and knowledge which traditionally have been devalued. Outside the 
school people are becoming involved in taking the power to make important 
community decisions away from the formal decision makers and into their own 
hands. A variety of housing cooperatives have, to some extent, survived 
municipalisation by the city Council and cooperative businesses are beginning. 
Pupils from St. Brigid's participate in these cooperative ventures, either through their 
families or through new courses developing in the school. The question for the 
school has been how to deliver the new, developing relationships into the curriculum. 



CURRICULUM HISTORY OF ST.BRIGID'S 
 
 
Before summarising the curricular changes in the School and identifying the phases it 
has gone through it is appropriate to describe some of the methods used to elicit 
information regarding the perceptions of the staff. 
 
A series of conversations were held with members of the staff. Later the members of 
the staff were invited to comment upon the first draft of a record of the conversation. 
Other conversations and interviews, which have taken place at different times, have 
already been referred to; and use made of visits to the school and the area by a 
number of people who were carrying out research into wider notions of work and 
enterprise xxxi These visits were organised by me in the knowledge that they would 
help in the kind of research undertaken for this study. In addition, and in 
collaboration with a colleague, an attempt was made to place individual staff on a 
scale which would indicate their involvement in the school decision making 
process.xxxii It has already been mentioned that the formal staff structure and its 
associated decision-making process were top-down. Individuals could easily be 
identified in that structure but a way was needed of identifying their place within the 
informal structure. 
 
The result was the construction of a questionnaire which elicited information 
regarding the involvement of the individuals in decisions in a number of areas within 
the school. Almost all of the staff responded to the questionnaire and were placed on a 
Decision Making-Decision Receiving scale. Neither the questionnaire nor the final 
D.M-D.R. scale pretend to a high degree of precision. However, they have been 
useful as a means of indicating and highlighting some of the perceptions held by the 
staff as a whole. The interview material, the questionnaire and the scale are 
available in the appendix. 
 
It is possible to describe three dominant phases in the curriculum history of St. 
Brigid's. They can be identified by examining the perceptions of members of staff. 
None of these phases has ever been totally exclusive and trying to pinpoint the 
moment of shift has proved difficult. There has always been evidence of all three. 
However staff members' perceptions of the school, the curriculum, the area and 
political education help to reveal the dominating characteristics of each phase. 
 
PHASE ONE 



The first phase coincided with the inception of the school and the drawing up of the 
school structures prior to its opening in September 1983. The highly stratified nature of 
the subject areas, together with the clearly defined top-down, hierarchical decision 
making process and the pre-determined role of the majority of staff members as 
passive receivers in the future development of the school, all pointed to a system and 
organisation that was stagnant before it began. In this form the school was unlikely 
to make the changes necessary for the fruitful interaction with the area in which it 
operated. 
 
The intentions formulated at the planning weekend before the school opened 
promised new teaching practices and new relationships. However, the system about 
to be introduced provided very little room for such change; and, despite the 
commitments made, the perceptions brought to the new school, particularly by some 
of those teachers holding power within the given structure inhibited developments 
beyond anything that conformed to traditional educational conventions. One teacher 
said that at the planning weekend he had been fooled by all the rhetoric. Another felt 
that staff were very willing at the beginning. She had been quite happy at the 
planning weekend: there were some good ideas at that time. She had thought: 'we 
were all supposed to be equal but now we are not'. As a result there is resentment. 
She had originally thought the school was not going to be hierarchical. It was her 
view that senior management would not share out responsibilities. She felt that a 
hierarchical and bureaucratic kind of school was not appropriate in the kind of area in 
which St. Brigid's operated. There is a need to include the community in the 
decision-making of the school. They know what they need better than outsiders. For 
the same reason the staff should be included. And that, she said, was not happening. 
The staff groups which had been set up were hindered in their work by having to refer 
to senior management. For example, the resource group tailed to match its potential 
while senior management continued to confuse communication with consultation. 
 
For another teacher it was not only the perceptions of senior management which 
made the school more hierarchical than it should be. Some staff, she thought, found it 
difficult to change out of formal and bureaucratic mode. Some did not have the vision 
to see what could be achieved: they lacked a wide view of the curriculum. 
 
Whether or not the failure of the school to live up to the expectations raised at the 
planning weekend was due to restricting perceptions held only by senior management 
there is no doubt that a sense of anti-climax was widespread among the staff. One 
staff member said she had expected that the school would do something-the staff 
were working very hard and were ready to respond to strong leadership. However, 
the school had drifted back to old ways and had somehow lost direction. 
 
Confirmation of the perceptions of some of senior management comes from one 
of its members. He realised that St. Brigid's needed to take curriculum initiatives 
and that it couldn't 



compete on the same terms with, for example, one of its neighbouring schools which 
had been a direct grant grammar school. However~ he felt that staff could go too tar 
into the area of setting policy which ultimately was the responsibility of the head. 
Although he liked to think that St. Brigid's was a democratic school, sometimes 
senior management had to say 'no'. 
 
It is interesting to note that this teacher also had an optimistic perception of the 
planning weekend. Subsequently he had come to feel that the commitments made 
then had existed mainly as rhetoric: that the need for detailed support for those 
commitments was lacking. However, his expectations had tended to fit in with the 
hierarchical and bureaucratic structure laid down for the school. His early view had 
sharply separated pastoral and curriculum: 'the curriculum was on my periphery at 
first'. He had begun by giving out homework in the same way as in the more formal 
situation he was used to. It had not worked. He had changed and now recognised 
the value of curriculum initiatives such as City and Guilds 365 of which he had been 
suspicious at first. He felt the adjustments he had made were worthwhile. He also felt 
that introducing a prefect system gave the children a sense of pride which was good 
for them: in the same way giving responsibility to the staff enabled them to take an 
interest and become motivated. An example he gave of staff involvement in the 
decision making of the school was the choosing of prefects. Pupils were also now 
involved in the choosing of the head prefect. 
 
This teacher had recognised shortcomings in some of his early expectations and had 
made certain adjustments in consequence. However, the adjustments did not involve 
any great change of perception. They were essentially in the same mode and 
contrast with the perceptions held and adjustments made by other members of staff. 
 
St Brigid's began, therefore, with a conventional structure which was supported by 
matching perceptions evident in the senior management team. This was in contrast 
to some of the perceptions held by others whose notions of participating in decisions 
were probably wider. There was a widespread sense of optimism at the planning 
weekend before the school opened and a widespread sense of deflation shortly after 
the school actually opened. It is clear that the rhetoric referred to by more than one 
teacher produced this sense of optimism because at the time it disturbed few 
perceptions. All could commit themselves to the notion of a democratic school, for 
example, and all would be disappointed when they discovered that they did not share 
the same definition. 
 
In a similar way the school made an early commitment to community links without any 
detailed examination of how they might be perceived by different people. The original 
school structure allowed time for one teacher to make home visits and, in addition, 
another teacher was given an extra scale point for community links. Nevertheless 
these were not perceived as having any effect upon the curriculum. The staff group 
which had been established for community links was felt by 



one member of staff to be more concerned with raising money than with trying to be 
of benefit to the school and community. Indeed the teacher with responsibility for 
curriculum links took the view that they joined because they felt they had to: they 
thought it was better than going to a staff meeting; and the community, he felt, were 
good at functions, raising money etc. 
 
For some teachers local community issues had become part of the curriculum. Either 
they pervaded classroom discussion simply because it was natural for them to do so 
and no barriers were erected to prevent them or they were a planned part of the 
intended learning experience such as the mode 3 social studies C.S.E.xxx. However, 
for others such matters were either kept under control or their potential as learning 
experiences was not allowed for. 
 
A problem not perceived when the school structure was planned was how the forging 
of links, formal and informal with the area around the school was going to affect the 
curriculum. One teacher mentioned the astonishment of the children who had been 
treated as equals by a community association planning a future sports centre: they 
had thought no one would take any notice of them. However, she pointed out, 
bringing such relationships into the school was expecting a lot of teachers who might 
have to change the habits of a lifetime overnight. They needed security. 
Nevertheless, she felt that the children were developing a different attitude to school 
because they were consulted more. The expert/client division between teachers and 
children could best be broken down if a way was found of doing it without either of 
them losing the sense of security they derived from the old relationship. 
 
The nature of the proposed curriculum for the new school highlighted the fact that in 
conforming to conventional patterns the school had not taken into account the 
economic reality of the area or the probable and potential destinations of its pupils. 
For one teacher it was the children who brought this to her attention. She found, 
shortly after the school opened, that she could not convince the children of the value 
of traditional subject work. This did not mean that the children were 'thick' but they 
needed to see the value of what they were doing-'why should they do examinations to 
no purpose?' Parents, she felt, still I think examinations are valuable, but at the recent 
third year parents meeting they had recognised that their own children did not value 
examinations. The parents still linked school to jobs. Even though they were aware 
of the employment situation they believed that with qualifications their child was going 
to be the one to get a job while everybody else's child didn't. 
 
The time table for the first year was written before the school started and like the 
school structure it called upon the perceptions and expertise of the senior 
management at that time. It was heavily dominated by the need to serve a 
consortium sixth form in which the school would have no pupils. 



Consequently the timetable became a patchwork of mainly thirty-five minute periods 
consisting of traditional subjects. Even attempts to provide cross-curricular work by 
the formation of a humanities faculty were hindered by the preconceptions of the 
management team and many of the staff. As head of humanities in the schools first 
year I found it very frustrating to have the department referred to as 'history' on the 
timetable and replacement list. I did not feel that all of the senior management 
believed in the nation of crass-curricular development. Furthermore, the apparent 
agreement at the planning weekend that assessment would be by means of profiling 
was dashed by senior managements' arbitrary decision, in the first term, to hold 
traditional internal examinations followed by traditional school reports. 
 
Even although they could see a need for alternatives, many of the staff found it 
necessary to cling to long held values particularly where they concerned assessment 
and accreditation. One member of staff, who realised that traditional public 
examinations were failing and not necessarily conducive to education in a broader 
sense, still felt that they provided 'something to work forô. Another teacher painted 
out that traditional public examinations are considered valuable by the outside world 
and to make too many changes of this kind at once might lose the school its potential 
for getting certain children to join it. 
 
This first phase was then marked by an attempt, particularly on the part of senior 
management, to establish a conventional school using the expertise they had gained 
before they came to the school. This was done using a language of change which 
promised different things to different people. The sense of disappointment when the 
expectations of the planning weekend were not fulfilled applied indiscriminately to 
people with widely different perceptions of what a school should be. The long 
absence, due to illness, in the first year, of the first deputy who had a special 
responsibility for the curriculum, handicapped his ability to respond to this situation. 
 
During this time the school emphasised timetable, subjects, rigid structures and tight 
job descriptions. It was the intention that young people should be introduced to 
subjects as they appeared on the timetable and that the success of this process 
should be measured by the amount and rate at which the chunks of knowledge are 
regurgitated during traditional examinations. In addition young people were intended 
to be socialised into the school as an institution by means of rewards for obedience 
and their collaboration as prefects. The end product intended for the school in this 
mode would have matched the perceptions of those teachers who made the crucial 
decisions of the first years, such as those to do with structure, functions, timetable, 
assessment, rules, discipline and admissions. It would have been the replication of its 
advocates by those who could manage to succeed in traditional public examinations. 
Status and power would go to those who could climb furthest up this ladder; and the 
inevitable and comparative failure of others  would have emphasised the 



unavoidable stratification in a school run on hierarchical lines. 
 
Can we describe the kind of political education which matches such a school? It 
would differentiate between the strata. At its higher points such political education 
would resemble an introduction to the mysteries of the British Constitution. This 
approach would be legalistic, hierarchical, bureaucratic and based upon the belief 
that Britain does not have a written constitution. Authority, the argument goes on, 
derives from history. Understanding the British Constitution goes hand-in- hand with 
believing in it. Courses in British Constitution at '0' and 'A' level require candidates to 
learn many subtle nuances of the conventions of British government and politics: 
such concepts as, 'the Queen in Parliament'. 'Parliament cannot bind its successors' 
and 'collective responsibility'. Alongside the subtleties goes a very heavy content 
which involves learning the complicated procedures of British Government. Teachers 
operating this model of political education are likely to be seen as subject experts who 
explicitly approve the status quo and measure success in terms of public 
examination results. 
 
For the lower strata there would be a non-examination version of British Constitution: 
such a course would be divided into rights and duties: civics for school leavers. Such 
courses are often seen by both school children and teachers to have low status. 
Simplifying the message of '0' and 'A' level courses presents an idealised notion of 
the British Constitution xxxiv. The gaps between what is presented by such courses 
and text books and the reality witnessed by young people may produce a backlash of 
disaffection. 
 
During this first phase it is evident that traditional perceptions of schools prevailed 
and that there was a recognition on all sides of a need to change. 
 
PHASE TWO 
 
One member of staff explained that after a short time in the school she realized that 
changes of some kind were needed if it was to avoid getting into a downward spiral. 
These would have to be changes of approach: not merely mechanical curriculum 
changes. She thought that the school had needed structure when it started, but the 
one it had been given might have inhibited innovation. 
 
During the first year the need for change became more obvious to the head and 
others. A slight shift in curriculum position was attempted. This was to make use of 
the school's membership of the Liverpool 14-16 Low Attaining Pupils Project. St. 
Brigid's had only been accepted for membership on the last day of the term before 
the school opened and no preparation had been made. Like many other low attaining 
pupils projects the Liverpool one was targeted at the bottom 40% of attainers in 



the 14-16 age range. However, St. Brigid's talked of having a whole school target for 
the project: again, a commitment not easy to keep. 
 
In this time membership of the project was to lead to a more flexible organisation, a 
broader base of assessment closer staff-pupil relationships and greater involvement 
with the community. The aims of the new curriculum programme have been stated by 
one senior member of the staff as: 
 
'to re-motivate the pupils who were disenchanted, to provide an education which in 
the eyes of the pupil was relevant and interesting, to promote curriculum evaluation 
and therefore change among staff, to develop methods of assessment which were 
more relevant and meaningful to staff, students and parents, to develop a curriculum 
which was stimulating, meaningful and valuable to all parties engaged in the 
educational enterprise. (Report on alternative curriculum strategies for the 14-16 age 
group at St. Brigid's High School 1984- 1985) 
 
Unfortunately, all that could be managed in the first year was to set aside eight 
lessons in the week for seventeen Easter leavers. Some of the teachers involved felt 
let down by the arrangements that were made. For example the teacher who had 
expressed an interest in forming a mini company with the group and had expected a 
whole day working with them, found that she only had one' thirty five minute period. 
The pupils themselves were suspicions that the project had been set up as a means 
of minimising the problems they presented for staff who would be concentrating on 
examination classes. Nevertheless, there were examples of pupils from such classes 
doing their best to join in some activities: particularly music at the Crawfords Art 
Centre. 
 
A means had to be found of retaining what had been good in that experience and 
introducing it, in a more organised form, into the mainstream curriculum. The solution 
was at first seen within the framework of a City and Guilds (C.G.L. I.) 365 course. 
 
The programme was implemented in the school's second year and consisted of 20 
pupils in the fourth year and 20 pupils from the fifth year for two and a half days per 
week in the fourth year and the whole week in the fifth year. Residential experience 
for all was to take place in the summer term and each year group would have its own 
base room. All pupils would keep their own daily log and profiling would be an 
integral part of the course. The method of selection for the course was by means of the 
traditional guided options. Considerable time and trouble was given to the 
establishment of criteria for selection. All staff took part in this and produced widely 
different, sometimes self- contradicting criteria which had little influence upon the 
eventual composition of the groups. . Nevertheless, it did enable the staff as a whole 
to begin to articulate some of their views (see appendix for report of this meeting). 



For the instigators 365 was a means to an end: an enabling system for curriculum 
change, adopted almost reluctantly. There were objections to its system of profiling, 
to the heavy administrative load imposed by it and most of all, to its vocationalism. 
This was felt to be of the kind that was appropriate when, although there were plenty 
of jobs, young people were losing or not keeping them because they were 
inadequately prepared for the world of work as it then existed. The time and the place 
of St. Brigid's was unlike that: although the number of young people coming onto the 
job market had been falling year by year the unemployment rate had been rising. 
Nevertheless, some staff accepted the trade off of vocational ism for a means of 
climbing out of the academic downward spiral that the school had entered. 
Competing with other schools on traditional academic terms was thought to be 
counter productive in results and student satisfaction. However, for some others 365 
became and end in itself. One member of the senior management team used the 
term '365' to mean all curriculum development. Having accepted it, every subsequent 
development was fitted by him into this framework. 
 
The procedures recommended by C.G.L.I. were followed. In terms of a curriculum 
intervention the programme itself had little impact. The modifications to the existing 
school curriculum were incidental and could be described as 'bolt on'. However, an 
attempt was made in the humanities department to minimise the divisive effect of 
introducing such a course into an option scheme. At the end of the third year pupils 
opted or were selected for the traditional public examinations still on offer or they did 
365. The humanities department was responsible for the economic, social and 
environmental studies (E.S.E.S.) part of 365. The work was planned so that it was 
the same as the department's own C.S.E mode 3 in Social Studies and for the Joint 
Matriculation Board's '0' level Integrated Humanities. Everybody on the course did 
the same work whether the timetable said 
E.S.E.S or social studies and could choose or combine qualifications at the end. One 
of the themes of this course was 'work'. This was treated as human activity, not 
merely paid employment. It was felt that 'work' should also mean people using their 
interests and their expertise in a fulfilling manner. In this way the kind of voluntary 
activity undertaken by people in the community associations, for example, could be 
included. However, this became a bone of contention when the C.G.L.I. assessor 
wanted to know why the course was not more concerned with showing young people 
how to get a job. At that time out of the classroom windows could be seen the 
demolition of the factories which had provided employment for large numbers of local 
people. 
 
As an answer to the future destinations and real needs of the pupils 365 was 
inadequate. As a catalyst for change it was more valuable. It enabled some of the 
staff to begin the implementation of alternative methods of assessment and 
accreditation. 
 
During this second phase St. Brigid's had embarked upon a conscious programme of 
curriculum 



change. Its effect was to increase the pressure upon the conventional structure 
which responded by trying to fit the changes into an existing framework and set of 
perceptions. The traditional option system, supported by years of teacher expertise 
and career structure, neutralised the innovation and tried to make it reinforce the 
stratified nature of the curriculum. The innovation was reliant upon the existing 
structure and those within it whose perceptions of a school did not encourage 
experimentation. In most schools there are heads, deputies and senior teachers who 
have invested time, energy and hopes into climbing an hierarchical ladder. Also 
there are teachers who see their careers as depending upon their performance in 
traditional subject departments and are diffident about taking part in initiatives which 
are likely to leave them feeling de-skilled. 365 was the kind of innovation which 
seemed to introduce new relationships into the classroom. 'Negotiation' was one of 
the watchwords of the programme: negotiated activities and negotiated assessment. 
In reality, it not only failed to disturb the distribution of power within the school but 
emphasised it. 
 
The kind of political education matching a school in this phase would have the 
appearance of a political literacy approach. It could use issues as the basis for much 
of the teaching but aim to achieve a balance in its treatment of them which would not 
be too disturbing for the school or the environment. Critical awareness, as described 
by Alex Porter (1983), would be prominent in such programmes of political education. 
But this would be unlikely to involve exercises leading to any fundamental change of a 
schools internal and external relationships. The form of change associated with this 
kind of political education may give the impression of being radical. In fact such 
change will control disturbance. Political education would be used to serve particular 
interests or fit in with established perceptions. 
 
During these two phases St. Brigid's was still continuing to think of curriculum change 
as something which would take place during the traditional selection of options at the 
end of the third year. From 14-16 there would be a divergence between those pupils 
and staff who chose a public examination route and those who chose alternative 
curriculum strategies. This kind of choice is not a value free exercise and therefore it 
is difficult to carry out without one activity being given higher status than another. 
The humanities department was able to bridge the gap by means of its own C.S.E 
mode 3, thereby giving an air of respectability to alternative curriculum strategies. But 
this still focussed such strategies upon one age group and, for most of the school, 
those pupils for whom public examination work was deemed to be unsuitable. The 
formation of intimate links with the catchment area and the changes in relationships 
which went with wider participation in decision making were not as yet permitted to 
permeate the whole school. 
 
PHASE THREE 
 
There remained the task of achieving whole school curriculum change. Ways of 
achieving this 



were sought in terms of structure, function and process. In other words, change had 
to be made which would affect the hierarchy, the jobs carried out by different people 
and the way in which the school went about its central task of creating a set of 
learning experiences. 
 
STRUCTURE: Reference has already been made to the establishment of an 
alternative structure for the school. This began towards the end of the first term of 
the school's second year. It has since become an established part of the school's 
routine. At the time of the introduction of these different staff groups it was evident 
that the existing structure was inadequate and causing considerable conflict. One 
member of staff agreed that staff meetings had come to resemble ritual blood 
lettings. However, she felt that as a result they were informal. They made people 
realize that everyone had problems and that conflict with the children was not 
helping. She believed that as a consequence of this realisation it was possible to 
innovate from that background. She was surprised how quickly and easily the groups 
had got underway and, in particular, how well the curriculum group performed. The 
general recognition of the problems provided an incentive: the group needed no 
leading. From this group had come a suggestion that the school should go much 
further towards developing alternative curriculum strategies. 
 
A member of the senior management team agreed that devolving some decision-
making to staff groups was a part of a healing process after some of the negative and 
hurtful staff-meetings that had been held. Despite the restrictions which this member 
of staff sought to impose upon the groups, he, nevertheless, saw them as very much 
a permanent and regular part of the school. 
 
While some members of staff felt that parts of this alternative structure were under 
too much constraint and concentrated upon tasks, others felt liberated by it: 
 
'this is the best school I've worked in. You can make suggestions and they will 
be listened to: there is an opportunity for teacher input to decision-making'. 
 
FUNCTION: Changes of function have not been made easily. In the early days of the 
school staff had only recently been appointed to their posts and were conscious of 
their job descriptions. As one member of staff remarked, she would not go to one 
member of the management team with an idea about the curriculum because he 
perceived his area of responsibility as pastoral not curricular. 
 
The formation of the staff groups has helped the school to change the way in which 
some jobs are carried out. For example, although the (now) acting head teacher 
regularly attends the curriculum group he does not necessarily lead the discussion. 
Any member of staff may attend and anyone, of whatever seniority, may initiate 
discussion or leave the meeting with the responsibility to carry out a task. 
Furthermore, people from outside the school may take part in decisions made in 
this way. 



However, it is chiefly the curriculum group which has the confidence to act like this, 
and as one teacher pointed out, position is important to some people who might feel 
that the group could impinge on their territory. The original suggestion for the 
formation of these groups had envisaged their reporting to a general staff meeting 
where policy could be established. After some conflict, the procedure which has been 
established is that the groups make proposals these are then filtered through the head 
and/or deputies who retain the right of veto and then reference is made to the whole 
staff. 
 
For a school with commitments to closer links with its catchment area, to whole 
school curriculum change and to widening participation in decision-making it has not 
been easy to operate while some staff perceive their functions' as fundamentally 
unchanging. It was suggested to one member of the senior management team that 
perhaps the staff groups meant that new kinds of pressure were put upon senior 
management: that people like himself, holding high positions in the hierarchy, were 
now being called upon to manage different kinds of relationships, with staff being 
increasingly involved in decision making. His response indicated that, although he 
saw benefits in devolving responsibilities, the fundamental hierarchical relationships 
remained, for him, the same. 
 
Even a member of staff who believed in strong hierarchical leadership felt inhibited by 
the way in which some members of the senior management team functioned. The 
load of work was, he felt, placed unfairly upon the shoulders of the form teacher who 
had to put into effect decisions made further up the hierarchy. To expect curriculum 
initiatives to be carried out in these circumstances only made matters worse. 
 
Nevertheless, it appears that St. Brigid's has entered a phase where many members 
of staff have taken advantage of an alternative structure to begin functioning in what 
they see as a more fulfilling manner. It is handicapped, however, by the fact that 
there remains a formal career structure within which some people may see 
themselves progressing while others are disappointed. 
 
In addition, some new learning experiences have been' designed in which the 
traditional division between the functions of teachers and pupils is sometimes 
blurred. And this is taking place within a catchment area undergoing some of the 
same changes: where the old client/expert relationship between a community and, 
for example, architects and planners, is disappearing. 
 
PROCESS: Devising appropriate learning experiences was the central task of a 
school concerned to adapt its curriculum to its environment. In the first phase the 
school was attempting to devise learning experiences to suit a long established 
system of accreditation by public examination boards. During the second phase an 
attempt was made to introduce an externally devised vocational framework for 
curriculum development. In the third phase can be seen an attempt to put first the 
establishment of a set of desired learning experiences and second the use of the 
examination boards 



to gain validity and credit for those learning experiences. In this way an opportunity is 
presented which enables the school to widen its curriculum to include, for example, 
the work of pupils with housing cooperatives and yet give it the kind of value which 
had previously been restricted to externally devised syllabuses and examinations. 
 
The opportunity and the means of taking advantage of it, both came from the 
school's participation in the Liverpool 14-18 Low Attaining Pupils Project. 
Membership of the project gave the school access to the interim scheme of the 
Northern Partnership for Records of Achievement (N.P.R.A). This is a partnership 
which has been set up between most of the local education authorities (L.E.A.S) in the 
north and the Northern Examining Association (N.E.A.). Among other things, the 
N.P.R.A. has developed a modular system of accreditation for small units of work. 
These units may be designed by teachers to meet their own needs and are validated 
by the N.P.R.A. via the schools own L.E.A. Accreditation is in the form of a statement 
of achievement which lists the curriculum outcomes designed into the course. What 
this offers teachers is an opportunity for breaking up, say, the syllabus of a public 
examination into small units and providing the student with a statement of 
achievement upon completion of the outcomes. This not only gives motivation to 
pupil and teacher alike but also a more manageable and understandable unit of work. 
However, more important perhaps is the opportunity to write modular units which 
enable teachers to give credit to hither to under-valued learning experiences. 
 
The response of St Brigid's staff to gaining access to this scheme has been such that 
the school has been chosen to be the Liverpool pilot to develop the next stage of unit 
accreditation. Not only are the school's teachers developing modular units but 
outside agencies who work with the school are also becoming involved. One such 
initiative comes from the Liverpool 8 Garden Farm where mixed ages of Brigid's pupils 
work. This happens to complement the training programme being planned for the 
Eldonian horticultural community company. At the moment the links in this developing 
network are chiefly maintained by the school's humanities department. However, 
other curriculum areas are beginning to take part and to see the possibilities of a 
programme of learning experience starting in the first year and making full use of the 
catchment area as a resource for learning. 
 
Another means of curriculum change has been provided by the submission and 
approval of a mode 3 General Certificate of Secondary Education CG.C.S.E.) in 
Social Studies. This examination has been specially designed for St. Brigid's to make 
use of unit accreditation. In such a programme there are wide and flexible 
possibilities for the selection of content and for assessment. It can be linked to other 
programmes beginning earlier than the fourth year, to similar developments in other 
curriculum areas and to initiatives taken by agencies outside the school. 



In this third phase it is the changes in process which have set the pace. Structural and 
functional changes have involved conflict with the formal hierarchy and its 
complementary job descriptions. But what has placed them under pressure has been 
the search for appropriate and satisfying teaching practices. Now that they are being 
discovered and developed from the resources readily available to the school it is 
becoming easier to establish activities and relationships which cut across the formal 
structure and its associated functions. Finding or creating a learning experience which 
seems to work can have a powerful motivating effect upon teachers and pupils alike. 
It may transcend the normal constraints of a school such as timetables, streams, 
subjects, rules, ages, the building and public examinations. And if it is seen to 
answer a need then the school will begin to change in response to it. An example of 
this in St. Brigid's is the way in which mixed ages of children have been involved in 
working with housing cooperatives and other community activities. The relationships 
established in this way have found their way into the school; and there is less 
segregation between the ages. Teachers used to being the experts have had to 
acknowledge the expertise of pupils for whom decisions about the future shape of 
their communities have a more immediate importance than they do for teachers. The 
interests and fears of the catchment area become a priority for the school and the way 
in which the area responds to its environment is reflected in the way the school does 
the same. 
 
There is now an increasing emphasis upon negotiation and participation in decision-
making. Consultation and communication have become very important, although the 
pressure this brings to bear upon the senior management team remains a source of 
conflict. Nevertheless, the school is becoming more adaptive and responsive to its 
environment. Subject boundaries are now more easily crossed. Parents, governors 
and pupils now have the opportunity to take part in more activities and decision 
making by, among other things, being co-opted to various groups or working parties. 
Responsibility is often devolved to people who are unlikely to achieve promotion by 
traditional routes. 
 
The kind of political education matching a school in this phase of curriculum 
development is likely to involve live, participatory learning and to admit controversial 
subjects. It is more likely to be interdisciplinary and pervade the whole school then 
be confined to a time-tabled subject in the ownership of a teacher expert; and it is 
unlikely to be under the constraint of option systems which determine the 14-16 
curriculum. Young people are introduced to ways of encountering and changing their 
environment. The school has to be prepared to take the risk of subjecting its structure, 
functions and processes to pressure so that they can adapt and allow change to take 
place. There is likely to be more interaction with the communities surrounding the 
school. In the case of St Brigid's, the school shares with its catchment area a 
particularly hostile environment; and, perhaps as a consequence, a mutual 
recognition of their interdependence has developed. The relationship has become 
organic and is aimed at their joint survival. Formal and informal networks have been 
created in their overlapping environments. 



However, problems will arise if change is attempted without convincing enough 
members of staff or parents or governors or children. Conflicting perceptions indicate 
that the school may still have great difficulty in reaching agreement about where it is 
hoping to go and the form political education should take. 
 
SUMMARY 
 
Political education did not always feature as a separate topic in the interviews held 
with members of staff. Sometimes responses to other topics gave sufficient 
information to gauge a teacher's perceptions of political education. For example, the 
teacher who believed that mathematics should not exclude social issues and that 
teachers, pupils and the community should participate more in the decision-making of 
the school can be assumed to take a radical and pervading view of political education. 
One of the teachers spoken with brought, or allowed, into the classroom many 
controversial issues, some of them of considerable local importance to the school 
itself. 
 
Another felt that it was essential to confine such matters to specialist departments. 
One member of staff had talked informally with children about controversial local 
issues but had not used them in the classroom. She felt that children at St. Brigid's 
were not politically aware in the sense that they were confused by the different 
branches of government and did not know how to use the basic machinery of 
government. Such knowledge might help raise their expectations and make them look 
outside the community. Social and life skills had no relevance at this level, she felt. A 
member of the senior management team commented that he had never before 
experienced such a politically active area and noticed a strong sense of community 
in an area he had previously thought dead. Working in the area had made him, he 
felt, more socialist and, although he had never been involved in the subject as such in 
the classroom, he was quite willing for political issues to be raised in assembly. He 
also felt that the subject should be spread rather than confined to one department. In 
this way a balance of views might be achieved. He had often felt the need to temper 
the extreme and violent political views of the children. Providing there was balance, 
controversial subjects should not be swept under the carpet. 
 
The perceptions of political education held by teachers are intermingled with other 
perceptions they hold. What distinguishes the three phases in the curriculum history 
of St. Brigid's are not clear cut differences in its style of political education but 
something more complex. At the beginning there was recognition of a need to move 
closer to its catchment area. This was accompanied by the identification of 
curriculum development as a priority. Both of these moves' were constrained by 
teachers' perceptions which, in the first phase, imposed an academic bias on them. 
In the second phase the framework for change had a vocational bias. In each case, 
the school, searching for a means 



of fulfilling its commitments, settled upon something which could fit easily into the 
perceptions which many teachers had brought with them into the new school. 
 
In the third phase a means has been found of marrying both the community and the 
curriculum initiatives. There exists the possibility of achieving the early commitments 
of the school. One common perception held by almost every member of staff has 
been the recognition of a need to change. After two false starts this has eventually 
brought pressure to bear upon the school's structure, its functions and its processes 
and subsequent changes parallel those made in the catchment area. 
 
However, it is still not certain if the school will become a conscious and willing part of 
the Gramschian Social Transformation described by Bash (1984). There is some 
evidence that the hidden curriculum is changing to match other changes made in St. 
Brigid's. And there is evidence that teachers and pupils are learning to confront the 
political environment and to survive while attempting to change it. But there still exist, 
among the staff, the kind of perceptions which would seek to keep change in an 
easily controlled form. 
 
For example, the staff group responsible for developing community links, having 
been forced to write formal minutes which are submitted for approval to senior staff, 
may restrict itself to non- controversial initiatives. Also, unit accreditation and the new 
Mode 3 may be concentrated upon easily measurable curriculum outcomes. If this 
happens it will be difficult to sustain an attempt to make alterations in relationships 
upon which a more thorough change depends. 
  



THE MODEL 
 
It is now possible to devise a model which will help make sense at what has 
happened in St. 
Brigid's and, in addition provide a conceptual framework for further study. 
 
It is apparent that attempts have been made at St. Brigid's to make the school 
conform to established perceptions; and it is also clear that attempts have been 
made to transform its internal and external relationships. So the first part of the 
model needs a description of the terms CONFORMING and TRANSFORMING.xxxx. 
 
'Conforming' has a religious connotation. It refers to the dominant message given to 
education by government and industry and others with power over it; and the 
reinforcement of that message by a widely accepted value system of long standing. 
In the conforming mode change will only take place within a prescribed framework. 
 
'Transforming' questions the prescription and emphasises qualitative change and the 
feat of imagination required to remake the framework of education. The experience 
of St. Brigid's suggests that a transforming model is the more appropriate for the 
future although it means discarding values such as competitive forms of assessment 
and restrictive practices such as subject based timetables and career patterns. It 
also means doing without some of the money used by government to ensure that 
education serves what it perceives are the needs of society. 
 
While education tries to respond to the future it is subject to certain social, political 
and economic pressures which make up its environment. The responses which 
government and industry would like education to make are not only inappropriate to 
the future needs of society but harmful since they view work only as paid 
employment and emphasise competitive values. In other words, sustaining the 
conforming model of the mid 1980's is becoming problematic. 
 
Powerful efforts are made to persuade education to adhere to a conforming route into 
the future. This route involves providing traditional academic qualifications for school 
in upper streams and vocational and pre-vocational courses for the remainder. Such 
a route was attempted at St. Brigid's in its early phases. At the same time an 
appreciation of wealth creation and the world of work would be inculcated in both by 
means of, for example, conformist enterprise schemes and mini companies. These 
involve little risk taking on the part of the school in terms of timetabling, decision 
making and pupil-teacher relationships. 
 
The persuasion to take a conformist route comes from, among other things, the 
intervention in the world of education by the Manpower Services Commission (M.S.C) 
in favour of a vocational curriculum. This intervention is heavily funded by nationally 
recognised centres of accreditation 



such as the Business and Technical Education Council (BTEC) and the City and 
Guilds of London Institution (CGLI). In addition, parents' demands for traditional 
qualifications for their children are stimulated by the requirement for schools to publish 
their examination results, thereby emphasising an inadequate measure of school 
performance. Consequently many activities that might be described as transforming 
have no place in a curriculum that must adhere to this criterion for success and are 
therefore placed where their effectiveness may be limited. This usually means in the 
latter half of the summer term or as an extra curricular activity. In this way what is 
potentially transforming is neutered to conform with established perceptions. At the 
same time politicians often call for education to become accountable xxxxi. 
 
The output of conforming education is likely to be the label ling of young people as 
successes or failures; the belief that effort and vocational training will secure jobs; 
and enhancement of competitive and managerial values. The socio-political 
outcomes of such education will be creation of division in work between those at the 
top and those at the bottom; blame for those young people who, having undergone 
vocational training, failed to secure employment and become divided from those in 
work; and production of managers who believe strongly in the right to manage. This 
is preparation for the past: the assumption is that industry will want large docile 
workforces by education will confirm the hierarchical status quo for a while but lead to 
a dangerous and discontented imbalance in society. 
 
Society will be in a worse position to respond to the needs of the future if education 
takes such a course. Massified industry is in decline In the past the structure of paid 
employment provided increasing numbers of people with money to spend. It was 
also a source of self-esteem and an agent of social control. It is a mistake to perceive 
education of the future as the provider for this kind of world. It is a world that is 
disappearing fast and neither the 'fitter leaner' manufacturing industry nor the service 
industry is likely to replace it on anything approaching the same scale. In these 
circumstances education must avoid being instrumental in shifting the blame for 
unemployment onto young people whose expectations, having been raised, are 
dashed. It can do this by looking for wider notions of work and being prepared to 
accept the altered relationships which accompany such notions. 
 
In an area such as Vauxhall and for a school such as St. Brigid's, the relevance of a 
conforming curriculum is brought into question by the pupil. Within this model of 
education the authority and autonomy of the teacher often rests within a subject 
discipline. When the relevance of such a learning experience is questioned so too is 
the relevance of the teacher. This leads to a breakdown in relationships and 
disaffection on the part of the pupil. 
 
There is little or no persuasion for education to take a transforming route forward. 
Attempting to implement, for example, an entitlement curriculum based upon the 
suggestions of H.M.I. xxxxiii 



would attract little or no extra funding for resources or in-service training. This 
contrasts with the money allocated to the Technical, Vocational, Education Initiative 
(T.V.E.I.), and to T.V.E.I. Related in-Service Training (T.R.I.S.T.). For education to 
become transforming teachers, among others, will need confidence to think for 
themselves, positive developmental attitudes and the imagination to take conforming 
initiatives, such as T.V.E.I. and T.R.I.S.T, and turn them into transforming ones. 
However, for this to be accomplished it is necessary to have, in the school, sets of 
perceptions conducive to change. 
 
The basis for a transforming model of education is a balanced relationship between 
the student, teacher and community; and if the student is to be remotivated when the 
relevance of the curriculum is in question then the school must be able to provide a 
sense of worth among the students that their experiences at school are also of value 
out of school. To achieve this both school and community must be seen as a 
resource for each other (Arnold and Jones 1986). 
 
Education which is transforming would seek to establish courses which do not gain 
value by means of devaluing other Courses and, by process of labelling, those who 
undertake them. The decision-making processes of a transforming school would 
enhance participation at various levels and seek to make this a part of its interaction 
with the environment in which it operates. 
 
The output of transforming education would include the recognition of learning as a 
joint experience for students, teachers and adults other than teachers. Humane 
values and relationships would be established within which educational development 
that counters a sense of failure can take place. Negotiated curriculum and 
assessment is likely to play a prominent part. This does not mean some half-way 
point between those who have taken different positions. Rather it is participation in 
jointly designed activity and its joint evaluation by teachers and students. A wider 
notion of work will be part of this output. This goes beyond the idea of paid 
employment and gives value to other human activity in which people are able to use 
their skills and develop their interests in a fulfilling way. 
 
The socio-political outcomes of transforming education will include the following. 
People will be less likely to be awarded status according to their job or place of 
education; and more people from a wider range of backgrounds will be involved in 
political, economic and educational decision- making. Education could become part 
of an upward spiral which does not depend on the failure of others for its momentum. 
However, it is likely that existing avenues of democratic participation would be placed 
under stress. 
 
It should be noted that the conforming model described above is that of Britain in the 
mid 1980'5. That is to say, it is largely capitalist. It does not have to be. It could be 
Marxist. The point of 



conforming models is that they are conformist. They are attached to established 
ideologies. 
 
The second part of the model makes use of the terms MALINTEGRATED and 
PRISMATIC which were used by Riggs xxxxiv in an attempt to devise a tool of analysis 
for examining 'developing' countries. The concept of the prism gave Riggs the 
opportunity to see society in a number of different ways. He was able to use it to see 
the component parts of a society both as separate entities and as related parts of a 
whole. Such components might be large scale bodies or institutions like the banks, 
the church, industry, government, the armed forces or education. They might also be 
elements of such bodies on a smaller scale if what was being analysed was, say, 
one local community. We may reduce the scale even further so that prismatic analysis 
could, for example, be applied to the members of staff of a single school. Riggs 
describes the various conditions of society which could be revealed by using his 
method of analysis. Among them are two of particular interest to this study. 
 
A malintegrated condition gives the impression of a well-ordered conforming society 
in which there is a wide consensus among society's component parts about values 
and direction. However, this will be a false consensus achieved through one of the 
components, for example, industry, capturing the others and imposing upon them its 
own values and sense of direction. The more complex the relationships within a 
society, says Riggs, the more drastic will be the consequences when malintegration 
breaks down. At the same time a conforming condition may verge upon malintegration 
if the old consensus for the status quo begins to require a degree of compulsion. 
 
A prismatic condition is one where consensus may be seen to have broken down. 
There is uncertainty about values and direction. In this condition some of the 
separated components of society are vulnerable to a new form of malintegration: one 
component may seek to capture the others and introduce a different or revived false 
consensus. The introduction of T.V.E.I. into an education authority can be an 
example of this. What is assumed by the M.S.C. to be a transformation of education, 
which in the past was overly academic, is actually the imposition of a new domination 
by what they perceive to be the needs of industry. 
 
It is interesting to conjecture about the relationships between the categories of 
conforming, transforming, malintegrated and prismatic: to ask in which direction 
change is likely to take place. It would seem that there is a clear relationship between 
the conforming and malintegrated categories. The malintegrated strives to become 
conforming and the weakly established conforming is in danger of becoming 
malintegrated. Again, the falseness of consensus in the malintegrated category 
means that a breakdown of control will lead to a prismatic situation; and the 
uncertainty and lack of agreed sense of direction in the prismatic category leaves it 
open to becoming 'captured' or malintegrated. To achieve the transforming category 
is more problematic. To move from a consensus for the status quo (conforming) to a 
consensus for change (transforming) is difficult. It would involve so sudden 



and drastic a change that few could understand what was happening and make 
the necessary adjustments in attitude and imagination in the time. 
 
To move into the transforming category depends upon mutual and simultaneous 
recognition by a number of components that this should be the direction to follow. It is 
difficult for this to happen under malintegration since the dominant component would 
be seeking to establish conformity: a status quo. However, at the point at which 
malintegration breaks down-the prismatic condition-there is an opportunity for several 
components, whether they are institutions or people, to recognise the new situation 
and to realize that they must respond by changing and establishing relationships 
which, this time, do not depend for their existence upon exploitation. The actual 
breakdown of malintegration could be caused in a number of ways. For example, a 
sudden drop in the number of students, or a wage dispute, or a cut in resources 
could be, together or separately, the immediate cause of a false educational 
consensus breaking down. However, the opportunity to become transforming can be 
missed very easily. 
 
We might suppose that a fall in rolls and a need to cut resources leads to an education 
authority merging two secondary moderns and a grammar school in order to form a 
comprehensive. It might be argued that in the education world of the recent past, 
secondary modern schools were held captive by grammar schools whose values and 
directions were dominant. In this case that state of malintegration breaks down 
during the process of comprehensivization. The following short prismatic period 
provides an opportunity to examine old values, to recognize the different situation 
and move towards transforming. However, a year or so after reorganisation, we find 
the new school, despite the ex grammar school staff being in a minority, has a 
commitment to the same values which maintained the old malintegration: the school 
has been recaptured. Perhaps the period of opportunity was too short; perhaps not 
enough people recognised it; or perhaps there were external factors such as 
parental pressure. Whatever the reasons, the new school is now able to maintain a 
false consensus while cal ling itself a name which suggests something else: it has 
changed but only to control further change. 
 
The curriculum history of St. Brigid's could be described in these terms. During the 
1960'5 Catholic education in Liverpool was divided between grammar and secondary 
modern schools: largely single sex. This conformed to the status quo required by 
society at the time. Because of a series of demographic, economic, social and 
political factors the maintenance of this condition became difficult and, in fact, 
malintegrated. The long delay before comprehensivization produced, especially in 
the case of St. Brigid's, a prismatic condition. Various attempts were then made to 
shape the curriculum of St. Brigid's in the name of transformation. In the first two 
phases they amounted to malintegration, first in the service of academicism and 
second in the service of vocationalism. The failure of either of these two to establish 
a new conformity has provided the opportunity for the third 



phase in which the difficult transforming route is being attempted. 
 
Change requires an opportunity but it also requires recognition of that opportunity 
and a disposition to take advantage of it. If only one component or group of people 
recognise and take advantage at an opportunity the change they make will 
disadvantage others. To become transforming change must be widespread and come 
from a mutual and simultaneous recognition of its need; and it must seek to establish 
relationships which enable the different components of a group or society to achieve 
a positive integration. Value and fulfilment are not reserved for a few whose interests 
are served by the many. 
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