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The early years

Some time in the early seventies, a small group of college principals and senior managers in the further education system, most involved as private citizens in their own different churches, and many active trade unionists, got together to set up the National Ecumenical Agency Further Education (NEAFE), an independent, non governmentally funded charitable body, providing a forum for dialogue between Christians of all denominations and FE professionals.  Most, if not all of these pioneers are now dead and so we have only the memories and recollections of those of us who worked with some of our ’founding fathers’ (and they were all men!) together with the records of minutes of meetings on which to draw to compile this short history.  We know that the first AGM of NEAFE took place in 1976, not surprisingly the same year that saw the formation of the sector’s own trade union, the National Association for Teachers in Further and Higher Education (NATFHE), which came into being on 1 January 1976. This was a fertile and exciting time in the FE sector.  The 1960s and early seventies had seen significant expansion in business and technical education – what we now know as ‘vocational education’ - with the creation of the Technician Education Council (TEC) in 1973 and the Business Education Council (BEC) in 1974 and institutional consolidation as smaller colleges amalgamated.  It is against such a background that NEAFE was formed ‘to promote the concern of the churches and other bodies for the development of moral and spiritual values in the field of post-school, non-advanced education’ as NEAFE’s constitution states. 
From the mid seventies, the further education sector, as we know it today, began to ‘get its act together’ on a national scale as represented by the formation of NATFHE and the emergence of other national agencies devoted to staff and curriculum development, namely the Further Education Staff College, FESC (universally referred to as Coombe Lodge, in recognition of its rural residential location in the South West) and the Further Educational Unit, FEU.  With hindsight what emerges is a picture of strands of ‘collective organisation nationwide’ of a further education system managed and delivered locally.  In reality, throughout the ‘70s and 80’s, colleges were inconsistently maintained and differentially funded by individual Local Education Authorities (LEAs) until incorporation and the creation of a national funding agency, the Further Education Funding Council (FEFC) in the early nineties. There is a danger that by retro-fitting, so to speak, what appears to be a neat and logical paradigm, the development of the FE sector and agencies set up to support it acquire a coherence that was non existent at the time.   Nonetheless it is of significant note that NEAFE’s origins date back to this time and despite what many might have regarded at the time as a ‘minority concern’ i.e. the development of moral and spiritual values, NEAFE sits alongside other major national players in the history of further education. 

In this context then, it is interesting to chart the development of NEAFE’s activities and its influence in the sector and beyond in parallel with evolution of the priorities of the world of FE and in relation to changes in our society as a whole.  This short article offers perspectives on this from the point of view of two further education practitioners, who have both enjoyed long and successful careers in FE and who have also been involved one way or another with NEAFE (and now fbfe) for much of our professional lives.  What we conclude is that FE has come full circle during this time. Although the context in which any national body operates has changed and the expressions of its work taken different forms to reflect this, we observe that NEAFE’s objective remains as valid and as much needed now in our increasingly fragmented and troubled world as they did when our predecessors set up the organisation over thirty years ago.

That said, sadly, much of the work of NEAFE in its first two decades remains undocumented and may perhaps never be adequately recorded for prosperity due in part to the disparate nature of the sector during that period as referred to above.  Perhaps too, our forefathers did ‘God’s work’ in gentler, less epic and much more unassuming ways than those of us reared as leaders in the harsher, competitive, market-led post incorporation world.  As we are reminded by George Eliot in her masterpiece Middlemarch, ‘the growing good of the world is partly dependent on un-historic acts, and that things are not so ill with you and me as they might have been is half owing to the number who lived faithfully a hidden life and rest in unvisited tombs’. Those of us who have worked in FE since the mid seventies were involved with NEAFE from the time of incorporation (and remain committed now to fbfe) are grateful for the quiet upholding of colleagues who kept NEAFE going in the early years.

Throughout the whole of the eighties, the focus of the FE curriculum had become centred on specialised vocational and pre-vocational study, with BEC and TEC merging in 1986 to form the Business and Technology Education Council (BTEC), the introduction of curriculum initiatives such as TVEI (Technical and Vocational Education Initiative) and CPVE (Certificate in Pre-Vocational Education) and the establishment of a system of National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs).  In such a landscape, there was not much room in the ‘taught’ curriculum for the pursuit of moral and spiritual values, although Christian and ecumenical chaplaincies, funded through the churches, became more common place in FE colleges during this period. NEAFE also continued to hold its own steadfastly, not least because some of its members, notably Michael Rowarth OBE and Bill Eastham OBE, one time Principals of Newcastle and Southgate Colleges respectively, whilst never advertising their faith overtly, played an increasingly successful and prominent role in FE nationally and at the same time served voluntarily as honorary offices of NEAFE.

NEAFE’s primary task
It took until the first half of the nineties for an exploration of the place of values in the FE curriculum to find a stronger and more legitimate voice in the by now well established vocational curriculum.  This was undoubtedly helped by the need to improve levels of students’ core skills, together with the introduction of notions of curriculum enrichment and student entitlement - which have today metamorphosed into the concept of the learner voice. In 1996 BTEC joined forces with the University of London Examinations and Assessment Council (ULEAC), one of the major examination boards for GCSEs and A levels to create the awarding body, Edexcel
. 

Discussions about the ‘parity of esteem’ between vocational and academic forms of study started to dominate the discourse around FE curriculum development. This provided a window of opportunity for discussions about the place of moral and spiritual values in the further education curriculum. The recorded emergence of NEAFE’s work on the national scene dates from this time and coincides with the creation of the FEFC in 1992 and the incorporation of colleges the following year.  

Greater awareness of NEAFE’s presence and role in the FE sector is also closely aligned to the increasingly active work undertaken in the early nineties by the Church of England Board of Education and the Methodist Church Division of Education and Youth, and in particularly by the Revd Clifford Jenkins, then National Adviser in FE - a full-time post created and funded to this day by the Church of England Board of Education and the Methodist Church. For the last sixteen years, following in Clifford’s footsteps, the holders of this post (Anthea Turner 1999-2003; Alan Murray 2003-2008) have continued to work closely with NEAFE (and now fbfe) on matters on joint concern in the FE sector. At the heart of our shared interest has been a commitment to finding appropriate ways of fulfilling NEAFE’s primary task, the development of moral and spiritual values in further education. 

With the support of NEAFE and the FEU, a series of publications related to ‘values in FE’ emerged from an FE curriculum working group, convened and chaired by the Revd Clifford Jenkins and comprising chaplains, newly independent governors and senior staff from FE colleges nationwide. These publications were
The Further Education Curriculum: an exploration into and identification of shared values in the FE provision (1992)

A Framework for Exploring Values in the FE Curriculum (1993)

Student Entitlement to Spiritual, Moral and Personal Values in the FE Curriculum: a compilation of examples (1996)

There is much in these publications that still holds good today. As Geoff Stanton, Chief Officer, Further Education Unit (FEU) 1987-1995, says in Student Entitlement to Spiritual, Moral and Personal Values in the FE Curriculum: a compilation of examples (1996):

This research illustrates that colleges are striving to serve and be part of their local communities, to give equal regards to the needs and dignity of all the individuals within them, and to respect and promote many different kinds of learning and excellence’
There is not a college in the FE system today that could not sign up to that statement - both in principle and practice - as is highlighted over the last decade in work undertaken and publications produced by NEAFE (and now fbfe) on the sector’s behalf.  It is worth returning to the conclusions of the 1996 report, not least because it is heartening to read that the report’s findings show that much work is being done to ensure that the students’ personal, moral and spiritual development is a valued part of the further education curriculum. It is also very interesting to look at the list of colleges participating in the 1992-1996 work. Many of the key players and exemplars of good practice in that period, with their tradition of supporting NEAFE’s work since its inception in the mid seventies, have remained at the forefront of taking the agenda forward into the 21st century, in response to the particular challenges that 9/11 and 7/7 have placed upon the world.
A growth decade

The nineties were a critical growth decade for FE and to many working in the sector since that time it seems as if the changes have never stopped!  The creation the Further Education Funding Council in 1992 heralded a seminal time for curriculum development. The incorporation of colleges and the establishment of national funding, strategic planning and quality assurance mechanisms (FEFC 1992-2000, followed by the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) 2000-to date, Training Standards Council (TSC) 1998-2000, followed by the Adult Learning Inspectorate (ALI) 2001-2006, and now Ofsted 2006-to date) laid the foundations for very different ways of governing, leading, managing, funding and assessing the quality of colleges which largely remain today. The overall impact of these major strategic and structural changes on the sector and on the development of NEAFE cannot be underestimated. The shape, role and operation of NEAFE have been as significantly influenced by these changes as by the range of societal changes that have also occurred in this period.
By the mid nineties mission statements had become an integral and enduring part of a college’s strategic planning process. Determining, living out and evaluating the college’s mission could not be undertaken effectively, nor inspected adequately without reference to values. The importance of equal opportunities, which had changed and informed behaviour throughout the eighties and early nineties was now a given and ‘equality and diversity’ became the order of the day.  In turn, this had an impact on the development and role of college chaplaincies as well as on the growing debate about spiritual, moral, social and cultural (smsc) education in the post 16 curriculum.  Where chaplaincies existed, their expertise and contacts were sought and valued as college senior management teams and governing bodies strove to implement inclusive equality and diversity policies. Colleges increasingly and rapidly needed to meet the needs of a wider range of students drawn from a manifestly multi-cultural and multi-faith and belief society. Additionally there was a requirement for colleges to meet inspection criteria which asked questions about the entirety of the student experience and how the college provided for students’ different spiritual, moral, social, and cultural interests.

Facing new challenges

By the time that the FEFC gave way to the LSC at the turn of the new millennium and global relationships and alliances were changed forever with the 9/11 terrorist attacks in 2001, it had become clear that the world in which NEAFE operated was  very different.  We faced these changes, together with our colleagues in the Church of England, the Methodist Church, and the Catholic Education Service and our partners in the FE system in a number of ways.

First of all we responded in a strategic way which gave purpose and focus to NEAFE’s work in the FE sector and highlighted its relevance to what was going on in colleges.

In 2001-2002 NEFAE Council, supported by the authors of this paper, two FE sector leaders Dr. Ann Limb, former Principal and Chief Executive of Milton Keynes and Cambridge Regional Colleges and at that time Chief Executive of Ufi/learndirect and Chair of NEAFE and Lynne Sedgmore, then Principal and Chief Executive of Guildford College and Secretary of NEAFE undertook a strategic review of NEAFE’s organisation and operation. Amongst other things this involved 

· clarifying NEAFE’s vision and refreshing our vision, core purpose and unique role in the FE sector and more widely as we entered  the 21st century 

· putting in place formal and regularly evaluated strategic and financial planning processes

· professionalising NEAFE’s  day to day operation, securing office space and a website, providing admin support and setting up a system for encouraging small financial contributions from interested college /faith & belief communities/individual stakeholders

· formalising governance arrangements and ensuring the organisation fulfilled Charity Commission requirements

· organising an Annual Conference that attracted high profile speakers and was used as a forum for discussion of critical policy issues  

Secondly, we met the challenges and used the opportunities provided through working in partnership with the sector and with faith community colleagues to focus on the prevailing curriculum zeitgeist – an interest in citizenship.  Citizenship had become the vogue in government thinking and colleges embraced this with a range of enthusiasms and expertise.  The citizenship curriculum however provided a perspective through which interests of NEAFE could be reflected.

This period saw publication of three key documents which illustrate the changes taking place and also the greater visibility NEAFE was beginning to have in colleges. These were 

· The information leaflet ‘NEAFE who we are. what we do and how we work with the Learning & Skills sector’ published in  January 2002

· NEAFE’s Annual Review and Conference Report 2001-2002 and NEAFE’s Strategic Plan 2002-2005  published in April 2002
· A discussion paper ‘Whole people matter: a way of approaching citizenship highlighting the importance of continuing the spiritual, ethical, social and cultural development of each learner’  published in July 2003
‘Whole people matter’ was aimed at decision-makers and opinion formers. It considered why it was important for those who manage learning to seek to address the continuing development of the whole person. It highlighted questions and issues relating to curriculum and assessment, institutional leadership and management and approaches to citizenship and it drew upon and documented good and innovative practice being carried out in colleges throughout the sector. This included work that has since that time formed part of the AoC Beacon Awards supported by NEAFE and the churches. 

Thirdly, all of this helped NEAFE to become, and to be seen to become, more relevant to FE.  NEAFE’s annual conferences (see below) help raise NEAFE’s profile giving people a chance to understand its work and how it supports students and staff.  Our conferences have become an established part of the FE landscape attracting high profile speakers, a wide range of participants in a range of settings -and reflect many of the changes outlined in this paper that have occurred over the period in NEAFE, in FE and in wider society.

What is college and university education for? The future of values in post compulsory education January 2002 Church House

Where would you be without us? The role of NEAFE in the Learning and Skills Sector October 2002 Imperial College

Try Faith for a Change March 2003 London Central Mosque

Show Faith in FE: working together for Action November 2004 St Paul’s Cathedral 

Leadership in a pluralist society: helping colleges to respond to issues of faith and belief in FE January 2006 East London Mosque

Values, beliefs and faith: their contribution to college excellence and community cohesion January 2007 Lambeth Palace

Chaplaincy for All: meeting students’ spiritual needs in the multi-faith context of Further and Higher Education January 2008 Church House

�which since 2003 has been a subsidiary of Pearson plc 





