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VIEW FROM THE CHAIR  
 
Nicola Davies  
 
In this issue, a number of authors refer to the influential 
work of David Hartley, Professor of Education at the 
University of Birmingham, who links changes in 
education to contemporary marketing theory. Hartley 
argues that over the past 30 years education has become 
increasingly influenced by marketisation and 
consumerism. This began with the drive to privatise 
public services during the 1980s and 90s. In education, 
developing a quasi market through facilitating consumer 
choice led, paradoxically, to the increasing uniformity of 
content and delivery, for example, the National 
Curriculum, league tables and OfSTED inspections. 
These measures provided parents with seemingly valid 
comparisons - a sort of ‘Which’ report on schools – 
which could guide their decisions. This was accompanied 
by an erosion of the role of central and local government 
in micro-managing the ‘business’ (and particularly the 
financial business) of education which became the job of 
schools and headteachers. Central government identified 
the ‘product’ whilst individual schools were effectively 
franchised, that is given increasing control over aspects 
of the process of production through devolved funding 
and increasing latitude over employment issues. The role 
of local authorities was marginalised, becoming little 
more than a kind of middle-man, passing on finance and 
centrally defined pedagogy. With personalisation, 
education has taken a step closer to contemporary 
marketing theory by introducing the notion that, as in the 
business world, the future of the product is in further 
customisation. Mass production and ‘one size fits all’ is 
out; customisation, co-production with users and 
personalisation is in.  
 
Nowhere is the full extent of the marketisation of 
education more obvious than in the language of the latest 
White Paper Your child, your schools, our future: 
building a 21st century schools system (DCSF, 2009). In 
this publication, local authorities are advised that their 
job is to facilitate the market by the ‘commissioning and 
brokering of support….regardless of provider’ and to 
provide ‘clear and costed local menus of support for 
school improvement’. Schools are told to ‘continue their 
investment in improving their literacy, numeracy and 
other core business’ and parents and pupils are provided 
with ‘guarantees’ of the services and products they can 
expect.  
 
So where within this landscape of marketisation, 
privatisation, de-regulation and personalisation do 
subject and teacher professional associations fit in?  
Many subject associations are suffering something of a 

crisis in this marketised world of education. If the 
‘product’, whether it be history, physics or English, has 
been centrally identified and regulated according to pre-
set production standards, with professional support 
provided by national strategies, then what is their role?  
Are they an alternative supplier of educational advice to 
teachers and schools, stepping into the gap created as 
local authorities have replaced subject advisors with 
generalist school improvement advisors? Is their ‘market’ 
teachers, schools or local authorities? And what about the 
‘consumers’?  Do subject associations like NALDIC 
have a role in consumer education, in helping parents and 
pupils become ‘informed choosers’?  
 
I would argue that the work of subject and professional 
associations such as NALDIC has never been more vital. 
Let’s take the ‘big idea’ of personalisation as an example. 
Organisations such as NALDIC can provide an 
opportunity for EAL practitioners and academics to 
reflect critically on personalisation as a concept as played 
out in our field and to set this in the historical context of 
EAL educational practices and ideas.  We can also 
facilitate the exchange of ideas about what 
personalisation looks like, or should look like, in the 
EAL context. This exchange of ideas can help counteract 
the isolation that EAL teachers and consultants 
sometimes experience in their settings and some of the 
negative professional impact of increasing de-regulation. 
We can have a consultative and advisory role in dealing 
with government and other agencies to ensure 
personalisation is a concept which is inclusive, rather 
than exclusive, of EAL learners and their teachers. We 
can collaborate with colleagues facing similar 
opportunities and challenges in allied fields such as adult 
ESOL, English and languages as well as with colleagues 
internationally. And we can take a role in supporting 
parents and pupils learning EAL to know what they 
should be looking for in any personalised offer. And we 
will be here, ready to do the same when the next ‘big 
idea’ comes along.  
 
Borrowing from the title of another work co-authored by 
Hartley, it seems to me that professional associations like 
NALDIC are about ‘collaborating for uncertainty’. Not 
up to much as a marketing slogan I’ll admit, but as we 
face increasingly uncertain times over the next two years, 
never more essential. 
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