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The following text is extracted from Coffield, F (2008) Just suppose teaching and learning became the 
first priority… London: Learning and Skills Network. 

Just for once let us take the government’s rhetoric seriously and imagine a learning and skills 
sector (LSS), where teaching and learning have become the number one priority. We are all 
familiar with current practice: ritual genuflection is made to the central importance of learning, 
but the sermon swiftly becomes a litany of what the government considers to be the really key 
elements of transformation – priorities, targets, inspection grades and funding – and the topics 
of teaching and learning disappear from sight, as if they had no momentum or dynamic of their 
own. If they are mentioned further, teaching and learning are treated as unproblematic, 
technical matters that require little discussion. The unspoken assumption is that we can all 
recognise and disseminate ‘best practice’ without any difficulty. 

For once, let us reverse this process and take the following proposition seriously, namely that 
the way to creating a world-class LSS is to improve the teaching and learning taking place within 
it. This pamphlet will explore this proposition, and will tease out the most likely consequences 
of making teaching and learning the first priority of the post-compulsory sector. In doing so, I 
am aware that I am swimming against the prevailing tide but, as Malcolm Muggeridge once 
remarked, only dead fish swim with the stream.  

The current orthodoxy would also have us believe that the private firm offers the most 
appropriate model for public-sector organisations, and that to succeed educational institutions 
should be run like businesses. But exactly what characteristics of business are we to emulate? 
The financial incompetence of the former directors of Northern Rock? The alleged bribery of 
Saudi princes by BAE? Or the obscene rewards for the chief executive of Barclays Bank who was 
paid in February 2008 a bonus of £14.8 million on top of a basic salary of £250,000, although 
the bank’s share price fell from 730p to 450p in March (Treanor 2008)? In direct opposition I 
will argue that post-16 institutions are more likely to succeed, both educationally and 
financially, if they operate first and foremost as centres of excellence in education and only 
secondly as businesses. In essence, education is not a market and it suffers if it is treated as 
such. It is a process, a transaction between the generations, whereby tutors introduce one body 

“Just suppose teaching and learning became 

the first priority…” 

This year’s Reimagining Further Education conference celebrates the 
tenth anniversary of Frank Coffield’s clarion call to the broader further 
education sector.  Although the publisher (the Learning and Skills 
Network) has long since met its demise, and some of the terminology 
has changed, much of this publication is not only relevant, but perhaps 
even prescient.  

While you are waiting to hear Frank’s keynote reflections on the 
anniversary of “Just suppose…” we thought we’d treat you to a short 
extract to whet your whistle and inspire some of your conversations. 
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of students after another into what it means to become a hairdresser or an electrical engineer, 
a nursery nurse or a painter and decorator ... or, more generally, a lifelong learner. 

To my mind the most likely consequences of a switch in priorities are that we would maximise 
not only the professionalism of tutors (Chapter 3) and the agency of learners (Chapter 4), but 
also the relationship between tutors and learners, which is the cornerstone of success (Chapter 
5). This means improving the cultures of learning in every centre of post-16 learning, in the LSS 
and in the educational system as a whole (Chapter 2). The complexity of ‘transforming’ large, 
social institutions and the LSS itself is spelled out in Chapter 6, as are the problems of prioritising 
teaching and learning in a seriously overburdened and turbulent sector.  

But before discussing these possible outcomes, I want to begin by posing some fundamental 
questions in Chapter 1. For example, for how long can we continue to extol the wonders of 
learning, if we do not even have a definition of the term that most of us can sign up to? Similarly, 
do we not need a theory (or theories) of learning to guide our practice? The one sure way of 
bringing a conversation with educational professionals to a dead stop is to ask them: ‘What’s 
your theory of learning and how does it help you improve your practice?’ 

Moreover, if teaching and learning were to be recognised as the main means of improving 
further, adult and vocational education, we would also need an agreed, democratic model of 
change which explains how the ‘transformation’ is to be brought about. That topic, however, is 
beyond the remit of this short pamphlet and so will only be dealt with briefly in Chapter 7.  

Definitions 

Policy has narrowed a vision of learning to the mantra of ‘economically viable skills’. In the 
absence of an explicit definition of learning in official texts I suggest that the implicit definition 
amounts to nothing more or less than the transmission and assimilation of knowledge and skills, 
[a definition which is] inadequate and instrumental… Etienne Wenger argued that what 
differentiates learning from mere doing is that ‘learning – whatever form it takes – changes 
who we are by changing our ability to participate, to belong, to negotiate meaning’ (1998: 226). 
I have a preferred definition of learning… my concern here is not that all staff adopt [it], but 
that they have an explicit definition of their own which reflects their beliefs and practices and 
which they can defend, if challenged. 

I have, however, considerable reservations about an exclusive concentration on learning. For 
over 20 years, the fashion in the educational world has been to ‘downplay’ the significance of 
teaching (and so, by implication, teachers) and to praise learning… For me, teaching and 
learning are not two distinct activities, but intertwined elements of a single, reciprocal process, 
or, if you like, the two sides of one coin; perhaps they could be described as a double-sided, 
interactive process which transforms both tutor and learner. It is mainly due to the work of 
Vygotsky and his successors that we have come to celebrate the essential role of those tutors 
who enable learners ‘to operate just beyond their established capabilities and to consolidate 
this experience as new ability and understanding’ (Mercer 2000: 141). 

A ‘cultural theory of learning’ 

James and Biesta (2007) use ‘a cultural theory of learning’, to explain the dynamic and 
reciprocal interplay between individuals and learning cultures. As they argue, ‘the impact of an 
individual on learning culture depends upon a combination of their position within that culture, 
their dispositions towards that culture, and the various types of capital (social, cultural and 
economic) that they possess’ (ibid: 34). In this approach, learning is understood as something 
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that is done; learning is practical and embodied, that is, it involves our emotions and our bodies 
as well as our brains. Moreover, learning is (in the main) done with others which means that it 
is ‘a thoroughly social process’ (ibid). Learning is also the process through which the learner’s 
dispositions (eg attitudes to academic study) are confirmed, developed, challenged or changed. 

One of the values of this socio-cultural approach to learning is that it presents an holistic view 
of learning rather than the narrow, official view which is pre-occupied with qualifications. It 
also integrates psychological and sociological views of learning and attempts to give equal 
weight to both. Moreover, it addresses some of the serious omissions in the participatory 
metaphor of learning, for instance, ‘a tendency to downplay issues of inequality and power 
relations within and beyond’ classrooms in FE (Hodkinson et al. 2007: 416). This line of thinking 
also poses challenging questions to tutors and managers: for example, whose interests are 
being served by this particular practice? The interests of the learners? Of the staff? Of the 
institution? Of the government? Or some combination thereof? 

Finally, this cultural approach, because it stresses the complexity of all learning and the differing 
social, ethnic and gender positions of learners and tutors, argues that there can be no such 
thing as ‘best practice’ which can be universally applied in all classrooms and in all contexts. 
(See Coffield and Edward, 2013, for a critical discussion of ‘good’, ‘best’, ‘excellent’ and ‘perfect’ 
practice.) Moreover, if we want to improve [teaching and learning], the researchers argue that 
we must change our present cultures of learning and that calls for ‘contextualised judgements 
[of particular learning sites] rather than for general recipes’ (James and Biesta 2007: 37) … 

Institutional approaches to the centrality of teaching and learning 

Lip-service to the central importance of [teaching and learning] is not sufficient nor are written 
policies for [teaching and learning], of which I have read a few. It is up to SMTs to provide the 
necessary structures, resources, dedicated time and opportunities for all staff and learners to 
become better at learning. Reed & Lodge also argue that SMTs need to create ‘a safety zone 
within which risk can be encouraged and supported’ (2006: 8).  

If SMTs want, however, to exemplify in their own behaviour how important they believe 
[teaching and learning] to be, then they themselves should teach. Nothing is more likely to 
convince staff and learners of the centrality of [teaching and learning] than seeing principals 
and deputy principals struggling, as we all do, with the demanding job of re-engaging in learning 
young people and adults with a history of educational failure. You can only live off anecdotes 
of past pedagogical triumphs for so long – teaching and vocational experience needs to be 
constantly updated… Those with the responsibility for [teaching and learning] should both 
teach and be seen to be learning and sharing that learning in the coaching of colleagues. 
Principals and SMTs are educational leaders first and foremost and only secondarily are they 
business managers. Moreover, the institutions they lead are called Colleges of Further 
Education, and not Colleges of Further Skills, nor Colleges of Qualifications, nor Colleges of Skills 
for Employability. 

Tutors cannot create and sustain the conditions needed for students to become lifelong 
learners if those conditions do not exist for the tutors themselves; and presently they do not in 
post-compulsory education. Similarly, if tutors do not exhibit critical thinking in their own 
professional lives, why should we expect it in their students? 


