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‘An excellent review of the attack on teachers and their unions, by authors well placed to 
point to ways to improve the fight back and resistance.’

—Kevin Courtney, Joint General Secretary NEU, Formerly General Secretary NUT
 
‘Unions are not intrinsically powerful. Their strength and effectiveness only come from 
the extent to which the membership is engaged and active on a permanent basis. This text 
examines the elements needed to harness this potential: articulate nimble leadership at all 
levels, robust democratic practices, and strong local workplace structures. The authors have 
used their experiences as activists to examine the theory and practice of union organising 
in tangible ways using real-life case studies from the UK. However, because Lessons in 
Organising examines some fundamental truths about union campaigning, its messages are 
universal, highly relevant to other places and other unions including our own.’

—Maurie Mulheron, Immediate Past President, New South Wales  
Teachers Federation (2012–20) and Angelo Gavrielatos, Current  
President New South Wales Teachers Federation (2020–present)

‘This book is an important contribution to the development of education unionism. We’re 
reminded of the vital role of workplace organisation, failure of social partnership, and the 
need for an active rank and file in order to fight neoliberalism in education.’

—Henry Fowler & Robert Poole, Co-founders, Strike Map 

‘The crisis of organised labour is not reserved to the United States. Through this book we 
are introduced to the crisis in Britain and the steps that have been taken to renew and 
transform trade unionism into a twenty-first-century movement! Welcome to an in depth 
look at the challenges and possibilities for a different approach to trade unionism.’

—Bill Fletcher Jr, co-author of Solidarity Divided and author of  
“They’re Bankrupting Us” – And Twenty Other Myths about Unions

‘In the face of 40 years of neoliberal state policies, teachers forged professional unity and 
built workplace organisation in their schools through trade union struggles for improved 
pay, conditions, and to defend children’s education. The authors argue today’s crisis-ridden 
capitalism demands new cross-union co-ordinations – a new shop stewards’ movement 
on the scale of the original movement after 1917, or the Liaison Committee for Defence 
of Trade Unions in the 1960s – to strengthen working-class solidarity and overcome 
employers’ entrenched power. This accessible book is for any worker seeking new ways to 
organise class struggle.’

—Alex Gordon, President, the National Union of Rail,  
Maritime and Transport Workers 

‘A cogent and passionate case for the continued renewal of teacher trade unionism. It is a 
renewal that is urgently needed not just to defend living standards and working conditions 
but to salvage and recreate the very purpose, and values, of education itself.’

—Melissa Benn, author of School Wars and Life Lessons:  
The Case for a National Education Service



‘A devastating critique of the battle waged by the government over the purpose of education. 
The authors rightly argue that education is political and in that sense it’s a struggle between 
workers and the employers over what the future looks like. For this reason, teachers and 
their unions have been locked in a fight, not only over their own terms and conditions, but 
for school children not to be just fodder for a system of exploitation. The book is both a 
history lesson in struggle and a practical organising guide for the future. It’s about building a 
form of trade unionism that’s industrially militant with a political campaigning focus so that 
workers are equipped to renew and rebuild their unions for the struggles ahead.’

—Jane Holgate, author of Arise: Power, Strategy and Union Resurgence

‘Education workers are at the frontline of sustained attacks on a fully funded, publicly 
owned education service available free to all. These attacks are evident and experienced 
across all our sectors – schools, further and adult education, and universities. Lessons in 
Organising provides critical insights into how trade unionists can understand and resist 
these attacks – not only to defend the pay and conditions of education workers, but to also 
show how they should organise with ambition, around a much more hopeful and optimistic 
vision of what genuine lifelong education can – and will – mean for everyone.’

—Jo Grady, UCU General Secretary 

‘An essential read for anyone who wants to understand the importance of collective 
resistance against the onslaught of neoliberal ideas in education.’ 

—Venda Premkumar, District Secretary, Redbridge NEU

‘Makes clear the reality of organising in a sector that has been systematically privatised by 
multiple governments and one where the word vocation is used as an excuse to exploit those 
working within it. This book also shows that even in difficult circumstances it is possible to 
resist constant attacks from the mainstream media, government cuts and corporate greed. 
A must read for those in unions seeking to renew and grow.’

—Sarah Woolley, General Secretary, BFAWU

‘This book is a fascinating and insightful contribution on the machinations of organising on 
the ground, straight from those on the frontline; agitating educators, successful in building 
density during a period of unprecedented anti-union attacks. A must-read for anyone 
serious about building worker confidence in education and beyond.’

—Shelly Asquith, TUC Health & Safety Officer and Chair of Stop the War

‘The continuing work of teachers  across the UK to fight for their schools, demand 
respect and transform their union is rich with lessons for educators, unionists and organisers 
everywhere. Lessons in Organising understands teachers as workers, rightly placing worksite 
leaders of the union at the centre of the story. By naming the difficult questions we face with 
a clarity that comes from first hand experience, the authors provide real insights on strategy, 
union democracy, organisational structure,   and the need to hold both radical vision and 
realistic assessments in our campaigns. This book does not just document the recent history 
of teachers in England, but provides important direction for all of us committed to strength-
ening the labour movement and winning the fight against corporate “reform” in education’.

—Matthew Luskin, Director – Organising and Representation  
Chicago Teachers’ Union
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1
Introduction

Gove on ‘war footing’ with teaching unions expected to launch indus-
trial action.1

In mid-2012, one of the authors of this book was contacted out of the 
blue by a civil servant in the Department for Education (DfE) and invited 
to the department’s offices in Sanctuary Buildings, London to discuss his 
research on teacher unions. What was expected to be a short informal 
meeting with a curious junior official turned out to be a lengthy meeting 
with several senior officials. After a summary of the research, the ques-
tions of those present quickly zeroed in on measures of union strength in 
schools, including membership density, workplace representative density 
and a battery of related questions.

Although the focus of the officials’ interest was clear, the wider purpose 
of the meeting was not, and nor was it ever fully explained. Perhaps that 
was one reason why the officials were not provided with the information 
they were looking for, and why the meeting ended with polite goodbyes, 
but no subsequent follow-up from either side.

Later in the same year, an annual survey of teacher opinion (the 
so-called Teacher Voice Omnibus2), commissioned and paid for by the 
DfE, was used to find answers to many of the very same questions that 
had been put to the researcher some months earlier. The published 
report claimed the purpose of the survey was to identify ‘whether the 
current work to rule by teachers [in relation to workload] was having an 
impact in respondents’ schools, but it was not clear why a large, expensive 
survey was being used to collect information about a dispute that could 
have been collected more quickly, easily and cheaply simply by emailing 
headteachers.

That confusion was cleared up on 9 December 2012 when a number 
of newspapers closely aligned to the Conservative Party led with front-
page headlines claiming the Department for Education had been placed 



lessons in organising

2

on a ‘war footing’ by Secretary of State Michael Gove in anticipation of 
a dispute with teacher unions. The headline in the Daily Mail from that 
day opens this chapter, while the Sunday Times on the same day led with 
‘Gove’s war over pay for teachers’.3

In December 2012, teachers’ unions had not even seen the proposals 
that were to be presented by the ‘independent’ review body that makes 
recommendations on teachers’ pay (in the absence of a proper system of 
collective bargaining), let alone had a chance to respond to any propos-
als. But at that time, the government’s education department had already 
been mobilised and was briefing sympathetic newspapers that it was on 
a ‘war footing’. Indeed, as this brief outline of events makes clear, senior 
officials in the Department for Education had clearly been preparing 
their battle plans for several months, dating at least as far back as the 
meeting with the researcher, possibly longer.

This is what we mean by the ‘war on teachers’. If the language seems 
hyperbolic, we make no apology. The language we have adopted is no more 
than the very same language used by the government to describe its rela-
tions with the democratic organisations that represent the vast majority 
of the education workforce.4 It is their language, and it is a language with 
a long history. As far back as the 1960s, the right-wing authors of a series 
of policy papers were describing their campaign against progressive 
primary education and comprehensive schooling as a ‘fight for education’ 
(Cox and Dyson, 1969). It is a war that has lasted decades, and which they 
continue to wage relentlessly, whether in the form of attacks on working 
conditions or ever more strenuous efforts to take control of what teachers 
teach, and how they teach it. In many senses, it is a war that has assumed 
a global form (Compton and Weiner, 2008).

The earliest skirmishes in this extended confrontation began when 
the political right mobilised to push back against the expansion of the 
post-war welfare state. In education, these developments had been sig-
nificant. The Plowden Report published in 19675 presaged radical 
developments in child-centred primary school pedagogy, while sec-
ondary education was increasingly being modelled on comprehensive 
lines (rejecting the selective system of grammar and secondary modern 
schools). In the years that followed, there was a growth of anti-racist and 
anti-sexist education initiatives within several local authorities, in par-
ticular in the Inner London Education Authority. We are clear that these 
initial developments were often tentative and uneven, and we are not sug-
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gesting this was a ‘golden age’ for progressive education. However, it was a 
period when the direction of travel pointed to the very real possibilities of 
an education system built on principles of social justice and democracy.

It was precisely these possibilities that were identified as so dangerous 
by those at the time referred to as the ‘New Right’. Education needed to 
be restored to its original purpose, ensuring that students had the right 
skills and dispositions to fill their designated slots in the labour market. 
There was a real concern about what was seen as the ‘over-education’ of 
working-class students in a social system that could not match their aspi-
rations. One senior civil servant summarised the argument:

We are in a period of considerable social change. There may be social 
unrest, but we can cope with the Toxteth’s. But if we have a highly 
educated and idle population we may possibly anticipate more serious 
social conflict. People must be educated once more to know their place.

(quoted in Simon, 1984, p. 21; emphasis added)

This meant that the education system needed to manage working-class 
aspirations while also inculcating appropriate notions of ‘individual 
responsibility’, ‘Englishness’ and respect for what are today referred to as 
‘fundamental British values’. Crucially, it needed to reproduce divisions 
based on sex and race, and the ideologies which sustain them, includ-
ing patriarchy, ‘family values’ and a racist reading of history that extolled 
the virtues of empire. Working-class kids needed to be trained for work-
ing-class jobs and a working-class experience of precarious contracts and 
periodic joblessness.

This is why education is political. It is always political, because it is 
fundamentally a struggle over what the future can look like, and it is for 
this reason that the ruling class has waged a relentless battle against the 
ideas that began to emerge in the post-war period, and which are seen 
as such a threat to the stability of the prevailing social system. It is inev-
itable, therefore, that teachers have found themselves in the front line of 
these struggles, as it is in the daily actions of teachers that competing 
visions of education emerge. The battle over the purposes of education 
plays out principally as a struggle over the curriculum (what is taught), 
but emerges practically as a struggle for the control of teachers’ work, as 
it is through the pedagogical practices of teachers that the curriculum is 
enacted and curriculum aims are realised.
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After simmering for many years, the ‘war on teachers’ erupted into the 
open in the mid-1980s when the teacher unions were engaged in a pro-
tracted dispute with local authority employers and central government 
over pay and working conditions. Ever since that time, the nature of the 
conflict has ebbed and flowed, sometimes breaking out into the open 
(such as in 2012/2013), but often assuming a less conspicuous form. In 
this book, we use the ideas of Antonio Gramsci to distinguish between a 
‘war of movement’ and a ‘war of position’. Gramsci was an early leader of 
the Italian Communist Party who was imprisoned by Mussolini’s fascist 
government in 1926. He was a political leader and organiser, but is most 
famous for his Prison Notebooks (1971), in which he reflected on rev-
olutionary strategy in the context of an increasingly complex capitalist 
society. Gramsci was technically released from imprisonment in 1937, 
but by this time he was so ill he could not leave the clinic in which he was 
incarcerated. He died a few days after his ‘release’ – murdered by fascism 
(for a full discussion of Gramsci’s political and educational ideas, see Ste-
venson, 2023).

Gramsci’s notion of a war of movement was a very direct confronta-
tion between opposing forces, often lasting for a limited amount of time. 
In contrast, a war of position reflected a less visible, but constant and 
ongoing, struggle over the ideas that dominate our lives and frame how 
people make sense of ‘reality’. Gramsci was clear that it is important to 
understand both types of conflict, and that both can co-exist. However, 
in complex capitalist societies, where everyday ideas about what is con-
sidered as ‘the way things are’ are deeply embedded, the importance of 
ideological struggle against what Gramsci called the accepted ‘common 
sense’ must never be underestimated. What may be resisted initially can 
easily become normalised, and what may be accepted reluctantly can, 
over time become acceptable – unless those ideas are contested and 
challenged. 

We present this war on teachers as both a war of movement, erupting 
at particular moments, and a relentless and ongoing war of position in 
which the political right has sought to establish a new ‘common sense’ in 
education based on competition, privatisation and cultural conservativ-
ism. Central to this new common sense are the efforts to demonise trade 
union organisation and collective action.

Given the scale of the resources the political right has been able to 
mobilise, it cannot come as a surprise that its efforts have secured sig-
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nificant results. The state, the media, and often sections of the Labour 
Party, have been available to reinforce the neoliberal agenda in educa-
tion. Consequently, the system has been reorganised in a way that largely 
eliminates local democratic control of schools and creates a market in 
which students and teachers are forced to compete against each other in 
a race that nobody can win. Meanwhile, teachers and other education 
workers see their workloads rise inexorably, their pay reduced in real 
terms, and their professional judgement curtailed by micro-management 
and the crude application of metrics used to make judgements about per-
formance. Both student and teacher have become units to measure in a 
system that has been progressively dehumanised.

But this is not a war that has been won – far from it. Every day, there 
are teachers and support staff working in schools who refuse to accept the 
dehumanisation of the system and who find small but important ways to 
challenge the logic of the exam factories6 in which they work. Many work 
hard to put students first, fighting hardest for those who face the greatest 
challenges and oppressions. These individual acts of resistance are every-
where, and they sustain hope in a system that can seem hopeless.

But the war has also not been won because despite all the efforts of the 
state to defeat and destroy teachers’ collective organisations, education 
trade unions remain formidable, with high levels of membership across 
the sector and considerable organisational capacity. Teachers and other 
education workers continue to join trade unions, and education unions 
continue to assert considerable power and influence. Nowhere was this 
illustrated more clearly than during the COVID-19 pandemic, when 
unions in schools forced a chaotic and incompetent government into a 
number of humiliating U-turns, but most conspicuously in January 2021.

In December 2020, the UK was in the grip of a second wave of the 
Coronavirus pandemic. However, despite raging transmission rates, and 
linked mortality figures, the Secretary of State for Education insisted that 
all primary schools (except those in London) should open for in-person 
teaching on 4 January 2021. Education workers in primary schools faced 
the rapidly approaching new term with a mixture of anxiety and incredu-
lity. They knew from their previous experience how inadequate the social 
distancing arrangements in their schools were, and in the light of trans-
mission rates at the time, the actions of government seemed reckless. But 
what to do?
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The terrain shifted dramatically on Saturday 2 January, 48 hours before 
the start of the new term. The National Education Union (NEU) con-
tacted its members and workplace representatives, having issued a press 
release stating:

Today the National Education Union has taken the difficult decision 
to advise its members in primary and special needs schools, and early 
years settings, that it is unsafe to return to work on Monday.7

The union urged its members to invoke Section 44 of the Health and 
Safety at Work Act to argue that their workplace was not safe, so they 
would only be willing to work remotely. Workplace representatives were 
provided with instructions about how to organise members collectively 
around what was an individual legal right and communicate this position 
to their headteachers.

The following day, Sunday 3 January, Prime Minister Boris Johnson 
appeared on the high-profile Marr Show (a weekly politics TV pro-
gramme) and indicated he had ‘no doubt’ schools were safe and that 
parents should ‘absolutely’ send their children into school the next 
day.8 However, by Monday evening (4 January), as the impact of the 
NEU’s action had become apparent, Boris Johnson made an 8 p.m. tel-
evised address to the nation in which he accepted that schools were 
‘vectors of transmission’ and announced they would move immediately 
online until at least the middle of February. This was unquestionably 
the most dramatic climbdown by the government during the whole of 
the pandemic, when even its 80-seat parliamentary majority could not 
insulate it from the political fallout that forced its retreat. It was a moment 
when the interests of people – children, workers and communities – were 
put before the economic interests of big business.

This extraordinary series of events marked the moment when the 
National Education Union (formed in 2017 out of an amalgamation of 
the National Union of Teachers [NUT] and the Association of Teachers 
and Lecturers [ATL]) was able to mobilise its members to force a powerful 
government into a humiliating retreat. The union’s ability to organise 
through the pandemic generated enormous levels of member engage-
ment and support. The NEU was by no means unique as a trade union in 
attracting increased membership during the pandemic as workers across 
the economy sought protection from employers who placed profits and 
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organisational goals before the safety of their employees. However, by any 
measure, the NEU’s engagement with its members was extraordinary. At 
the height of the pandemic, the union had recruited 50,000 new members 
and 4,500 new workplace representatives. Online organising utilised new 
digital communications, and in a single meeting organised using Zoom 
the union had an audience of 400,000 members and supporters. This was 
the organisational strength that delivered the victory on the 4 January 
2021 and many of the other less conspicuous, but highly significant, 
achievements in the campaign to keep schools safe for students, staff and 
their communities.

In this book, we seek to describe, understand and explain the context 
and background that led up to the events discussed above, as one battle 
in the wider war on teachers, but a battle that was won by educators. It is 
important to recognise that the achievements the union secured, and the 
levels of collective action that these were built on, did not appear as a set 
of purely spontaneous developments. The Coronavirus pandemic shifted 
the terrain for union organising, but this is not enough to explain what 
happened in January 2021. Rather, it is important to understand the stra-
tegic choices adopted by the NUT,9 and then the NEU, during a period of 
more than ten years, to understand why the union was able to organise so 
effectively during the period of the pandemic. This is key to learning the 
lessons of the war on teachers.

In presenting our analysis, we draw on a framework first developed by 
Bob Carter, Howard Stevenson and Rowena Passy (2010) in their study 
of teacher unions in the period of the social partnership in England and 
Wales (2003–2010). At the time, Carter and colleagues identified one of 
the strategic options available to trade unions as rapprochement, whereby 
unions work with the grain of the prevailing system, seeking to secure the 
best deal for workers, but without fundamentally challenging the system 
itself. This was arguably the dominant thinking in the NUT for much 
of its post-war history. It delivered some significant gains in a period of 
social democratic consensus and welfare state expansion, but delivered 
little when that consensus collapsed and the war on teachers broke out in 
earnest. This was when the state became openly antagonistic to teacher 
union organisation. In contrast, the same study identified resistance as 
an approach that sought to challenge the system more profoundly, often 
by confronting it with industrial action. However, in a hostile environ-
ment for trade unions, with system fragmentation and legal obstacles, it 
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appeared increasingly difficult to mobilise the type and scale of action 
necessary to secure significant gains. As the war on teachers intensified, 
a strategy of resistance had obvious immediate attractions, but it was also 
inadequate to the task. Resistance alone, without wider change in trade 
unions themselves, was not enough.

Rather, Carter and colleagues made the case for union renewal as a 
(necessary) strategic choice for trade unions. Renewal absolutely recog-
nised the need for resistance, but argued that this must be based around 
active union-building that connected with union members in their work-
places. By emphasising the importance of workplace issues – members’ 
control of the workplace labour process – the union assumes everyday 
relevance rather than appearing remote and fashioned only for individ-
ual grievances and intermittent set-piece battles. Resistance involved 
unions trying to deliver more action (often when the scale of the action 
was diminishing), whereas union renewal required a change in the 
union itself in order to strengthen the capacity of the union to deliver 
more effective action. The nature of the war on teachers, both its locus 
and focus, required a transformation of the union in order to be able to 
build the resistance required to challenge the neoliberal restructuring of 
schools. This is what we mean here by ‘renewal’.

We offer an analysis of the NUT and NEU’s experience of renewal, 
and indeed the unions’ version of renewal, which builds on the starting 
point offered by the Carter study. Here we elaborate on the experience 
of the NEU/NUT as a means of developing a more fully formed con-
ception of what union renewal must mean. We believe there is much to 
be learned from the experience of the NEU/NUT, positive and other-
wise, that has a relevance far beyond the education sector and the work 
of education activists. The challenges that have confronted the educa-
tion unions are by no means unique – indeed, many industrial sectors 
have faced more significant problems as part of a war on the organised 
working class. Nobody reading this book will be unaware of, or unaf-
fected by, the crisis that continues to confront organised labour and the 
trade union movement. At the same time, the NEU/NUT’s experience of 
renewal is not unique either. In the UK, trade union membership decline 
is beginning to reverse, and this is a trend that pre-dated Coronavirus 
and any lockdown-related surge in membership identified above. What is 
more, the rebuilding of union organisation extends far beyond the usual 
metrics of membership growth, but increasingly reflects new forms of 
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trade unionism that are based on vibrant grassroots organisation and 
workplace organising. With the potential of the economy moving into 
a period of high inflation and a consequent increase in union mobilisa-
tion and industrial action, some of these developments may become even 
more significant. There may be signs of a new unionism – but whatever 
the circumstances, it remains embryonic and uncertain, and hence we 
believe it is vital that trade union activists seeking to give life to these 
developments in their own contexts take every opportunity to learn from 
each other. The crisis that continues to face organised labour, and the 
ongoing war against workers, require us all to engage in open discussion 
about our experiences and to try to understand what can work, and in 
what circumstances.

The need for union renewal in some form, no matter how it is labelled, 
is now widely accepted as the crisis of labour has deepened. However, 
there is an obvious danger that the language of renewal is no more than 
warm words in which the language of action is used to camouflage 
caution and inaction, or to legitimize actions so bland as to be meaning-
less. We hope this book can help develop collective thinking and learning 
in the labour movement and share experiences and analyses that can 
deepen our understanding of what sort of union renewal is required to 
build union power and confront the challenges facing organised labour.

TEACHERS AS WORKERS AND TEACHING AS WORK:  
THE SIGNIFICANCE OF CLASS, SEX AND RACE

In this book, the language we have adopted largely refers to teaching, 
teachers and teacher trade unionism. This was not a straightforward 
decision, because our political commitment is to a form of trade union 
organising that seeks to organise on an industrial basis, uniting all the 
workers in a workplace, regardless of their specific role. However, where 
we refer to teachers, rather than using what can be considered as the 
more inclusive terms of educator, education worker or similar, it is an 
intentional choice. This is because ‘teaching’ and ‘teachers’ capture most 
accurately what the political right has been determined to attack. It is the 
act of teaching that the right sees as so dangerous. There has been a war 
on teachers precisely because it is the act of teaching that is so potentially 
subversive and which therefore must be constantly monitored and con-
trolled. Using this formulation in this way does not restrict our interest 
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to those narrowly defined as ‘qualified teachers’, but rather recognises the 
contribution of all workers who teach and support teaching.

This approach to teaching and teachers is rooted in our analysis 
of teachers’ work as a labour process in which teachers as workers are 
engaged in a struggle with employers for control of the work itself – the 
form and content of the work, how the work is evaluated and rewarded, 
and who gets to decide these issues. In popular imagery, teaching is often 
presented as a ‘vocation’, and teachers are members of a profession. These 
are important issues, but they are frequently invoked by managers to 
exhort staff to ‘go the extra mile’ or to condemn collective action because 
it is ‘unprofessional’. These notions deliberately obscure the real nature 
of work by removing the boundaries between what counts as work and 
what does not. In this context, the teacher can never work hard enough, 
and efforts to draw any boundary around work time can be represented 
as ‘not caring’, or not being ‘professional’.

Our starting point is much more straightforward, and draws on 
Raewyn Connell’s simple assertion:

Teachers are workers, teaching is work, and the school is a workplace. 
These simple facts are often forgotten.

(Connell, 1985, p. 69)

Under capitalism, the nature of the employment relationship is funda-
mentally exploitative, with employers seeking to maximise their share 
of the value workers create. Teachers’ work performs a crucial role in 
equipping workers with the skills required by employers for capital accu-
mulation, while teachers also perform a key ideological function by 
promoting in workers appropriate values, attitudes and dispositions. Of 
course, these roles are always contested and challenged, and teachers do 
not simply act as functionaries. That is why teachers’ work is always a 
site of struggle. However, in these two important respects teachers’ work 
is critical to the functioning of capital, so the state will always seek to 
assert control over the work that teachers do – not only trying to drive 
up ‘output’ (increasingly measured by standardised test scores), but also 
trying to control the content of what teachers can teach. Moreover, as 
a large, labour-intensive industrial sector (financed in part by taxes on 
profits), efforts to drive output up will simultaneously be accompanied 
by efforts to drive costs down (processes that have intensified as glo-
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balised capitalist competition has accelerated). In this sense, teachers 
face the same struggle as workers elsewhere in the economy – workers 
work for employers who seek to maximise ‘productivity’, or put more 
simply, try to get ‘more for less’. The more that schools resemble private 
businesses competing in a market, the more sharply these pressures are 
experienced by teachers and all staff in schools. Hence the need to under-
stand teachers’ labour process as the site of what Goodrich (1920/1975) 
called the ‘frontier of control’ between employers’ and workers’ struggle 
for control of work. But fundamentally, and returning to Connell’s asser-
tion above, teachers are workers, engaged in a labour process that seeks 
to exploit their labour, within a system which subjugates their labour to 
the broader needs of a particular social system. Challenging this situa-
tion ultimately requires teachers to recognise their collective interests as 
members of the working class, to act collectively with other members of 
the class, and to fundamentally confront efforts to shape education in 
ways that are detrimental to young people and the wider interests of the 
working class.

Within this system of exploitation, not all workers are treated equally. 
Some face super-exploitation – experiencing a higher rate of exploita-
tion due to lower wages, unpaid labour and/or being forced into insecure 
and lower-paid jobs – on the basis of sexist and racist oppression. This 
oppression is sustained by the ideologies of sexism and racism, which 
have a material impact on conditions of labour for women and Black 
workers (Davis, 2020). If we look at the historical development of cap-
italism, we see the labour of enslaved people, the super-exploitation of 
migrant and colonial populations, and the unpaid labour of women in the 
home written into every step. As shown by the Trades Union Congress 
(TUC) UK survey into the experiences of Black workers10 and the persis-
tence of the gender pay gap,11 racism and sexism continue to have a huge 
impact at an economic level. The super-exploitation of Black and women 
workers has been a fundamental condition of capitalist exploitation since 
its very beginning, and the oppressive ideologies of racism and sexism 
which sustain this situation are fundamentally entwined within the capi-
talist system (Bhattacharyya, 2018; D’Atri, 2022).

In education, this oppression can be seen in the job segregation and 
gender pay gap faced by women teachers (a gap that increases with age 
and seniority so that male senior leaders are paid over 11% more than their 
female equivalents12). It is also clearly evident in the barriers experienced 
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by Black teachers in their quest for career progression.13 Furthermore, 
it is important to acknowledge that such barriers exist within the trade 
union movement, and that many members experience structural obsta-
cles to their full and equal participation in the organisation.

The consequences of the racist and sexist division of labour in schools 
is to condemn women and Black workers disproportionately to the 
lowest-paid, most insecure work. However, it can also be seen on the 
other side of the teaching relationship as these oppressive ideologies 
are reinforced and recreated through the school system. In 2017, a 
joint report by the NEU and UK Feminista14 found that over a third 
of female students at mixed-sex schools had personally experienced 
some form of sexual harassment. At the same time, 64% of teachers in 
mixed-sex secondary schools hear sexist language in school on at least a 
weekly basis. A quarter of all secondary school teachers say they witness 
gender stereotyping and discrimination in their school on a daily basis. 
Similarly, the role of schools in the transmission and crystallisation of 
racial inequality in education has long been acknowledged (Richardson, 
2005), and more recently, the racist nature of school exclusions has 
become widely recognised.15

This is not to say that these ideas are not contested. Initiatives such as 
the NEU Anti-Racism Charter16 and the Breaking the Mould project17 
represent just some of the educator-led initiatives to challenge racism 
and sexism, but these are systemic ideologies and practices of oppression. 
They therefore require systemic solutions. It is also important to recog-
nise that sexism and racism cannot simply be reduced to questions of 
class. As Mary Davis (2020) argues:

these are not simply mechanisms for keeping Black and women 
workers in a subordinate position since, as oppressive ideologies, they 
cut across class boundaries and depend, as all ideologies do, on their 
universalism. Hence, they impinge on the lives of all Black people and 
women, regardless of class, and determine society’s perception of race 
and gender.

(p. vi)

These questions of class, sex and race underpin our analysis.


