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Abstract
A longitudinal study of enrichment across post-16 colleges in England and Wales illustrates the possibilities and limitations of colleges’ societal and cultural impact. Over a four-year study, these activities outside subject curricula, widely intended to compensate for the mobilisation of cultural capital by students in privileged settings, increased in salience whilst responding to post-pandemic crises; but differed across settings in their aims and organisation, including the agency afforded to staff and students. This paper explores these differences, in the context of a longstanding theorisation of colleges as sites of social reproduction interruptible only outside the technical sphere, whilst drawing on contemporary understandings of structure, agency and stratification. Whilst analysis of survey and case study data suggests broad association of general education spaces with agentic enrichment practices, alongside vocational enrichment overlapping technical curricula or generic ‘support’, we suggest that contestation over the aims and content of enrichment takes place in the context of a hierarchical terrain of post-16 institutions and broader societal and policy developments unfolding over time. We argue that authentic and socially just enrichment requires its extension to the interests and agency of students across educational pathways, in contradistinction to the currently deepening stratification of post-16 education in England.
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Introduction
 In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic and overlapping crises of economy, military conflict and global inequality, educational institutions across the world are subject to renewed questioning of their fundamental purposes and mode of engagement with society (Collet-Sabé & Ball 2024; De Lissovoy 2022; UNESCO 2021). Whilst educational spaces are often defined in terms of their formal missions, students and qualifications, their societal roles are inevitably more complex and contested: especially in England, colleges outside the mainstream of secondary and tertiary education form a diverse range of classed and gendered institutions where structure and agency remain significant (Colley 2006; Avis & Atkins 2017). This diverse sector experiences tensions between policy imperative and resource allocation: whilst the largest group, England’s general further education (GFE) colleges, have found themselves discursively at the heart of UK Conservative governments’ strategic planning and post-Brexit ambitions (HM Government 2017; HM Treasury 2021), the sector’s funding has fallen faster than other educational spaces, despite ill-fated new 'T Level’ qualifications attracting £1bn development funding (Sibieta and Tahir 2021; House of Commons 2023). The engagement of colleges with broader socio-economic and cultural development is extensive but can be entangled with commercial, extractive interests promoting a socially stratifying role for vocational pathways (Esmond & Atkins 2022; McGrath & Russon 2023; Wang & Wang 2023; Wheelahan & Moodie 2017). 
In this paper we examine the societal role of colleges in England in the context of ‘enrichment’, a once seemingly marginal area of non-qualification provision that became mandatory during the ‘return to subjects’ of UK government technical education policy and increasingly salient in response to the COVID-19 pandemic (Avis et al. 2021; DfE/DBEIS 2016; Young 2011). Across general education and vocational settings, the provision of loosely defined practices outside examined subject teaching became a requirement of public funding and subject to judgments by the schools and colleges inspectorate (ESFA 2022; Ofsted 2022). The four-year study reviewed here began by tracking its role in young people’s transitions into work and adulthood: especially in general further education (GFE) colleges, where working-class and disadvantaged learners are over-represented, such non-qualification provision has traditionally sought to compensate for the opportunities children of advantaged families have to deploy and accrue valued forms of cultural capital (Atkins et al. 2023; Hughes 2024; Lareau & Weininger 2003; Reay 2000).  The study later acquired further significance as a longitudinal study of colleges’ changing responses to post-pandemic disruption and crisis, suggesting possibilities to extend their engagement with students and communities; yet, within post-16 education’s hierarchical terrain, the potential cannot be dismissed for this under-resourced activity to become the location for new inequalities.
A central difficulty, and the theoretical focus of this paper, is the differential positioning within society of educational institutions and pathways, their cultural expectations and the degree of agency these allow. A long-established paradigm views the technical and vocational provision in colleges as primarily facilitating the reproduction of social relations (Gleeson & Mardle 1980; Simmons 2010; Esmond & Wedekind 2023). Whilst early theorisation has been widely deprecated for determinism rather than the possibilities of interrupting reproduction (e.g. Apple 1982; Avis 1994; Thompson 2019), the latter possibilities are almost invariably identified at some remove from the technical sphere: in further education, the most cited example is the liberal/general studies taught alongside technical courses from the 1950s to 1980s, remaining a cause celebre decades later (Huddleston & Unwin 2024; Patel 2024; Simmons 2016). These discussions remain significant in the context of a growing distance between policy debate about qualifications, mobilities and aspirations, and the stark realities of rising inequality and its perpetuation in the global North and South (Miranda & Alfredo 2022; Sellar & Gale 2011). With intersecting cultural and material inequalities exacerbated during overlapping crises of health, economy and environment, new accounts of reproduction have extended its purview both within education (e.g. Abrahams 2024; Reay 2022) and beyond the boundaries of production into the domestic sphere (e.g. Backer & Cairns 2021; Bhattacharya 2017). Here we draw on these accounts and our own analysis of deepening stratification both between general and vocational routes and within technical/vocational pathways (Esmond & Atkins 2020, 2022) to examine how far this paradigmatic framing of the societal role of colleges retains its validity for enrichment and beyond. 
Our empirical study spanned the whole post-16 college sector: the technical and vocational provision that dominates GFE colleges, alongside general education pathways within GFE colleges and sixth form colleges (SFCs) that centre on general education and academic progression, enabling comparison, across institutional types and educational spaces, of the range of aims, activities and the agency afforded to staff and students. These approaches, demonstrating the social relations (re-)produced in different educational spaces, enable us to hold a mirror to the English college and its current and potential societal roles. In the following sections we first discuss the significance of enrichment for the study of the social role of colleges, setting out the scope of this range of institutions, before moving on to theoretical understandings of the relationship of colleges to structure, agency and stratification, locating accounts of ‘resistance’ in non-technical settings within both the college sector and wider societal developments. We then describe the methodology of our empirical work and its changing shape over the four years of survey, interview and case studies. We report findings that illustrate the distinctive practices that shape enrichment across different settings, pointing out both the links to the structures of post-16 education in England and the possibilities for agency that these confer, as well as their broader social context, enabling us in turn to question how more socially just arrangements for post-16 education might be envisaged.
Locating non-examined curricula within changing college missions 
Activity outside the teaching of assessed subjects has had multiple roles across secondary education, including at times a significant profile and investment within colleges. As with mainstream curricula, these developments reflect their location within changing and contested priorities of educational policy and beyond (Bathmaker 2013; Hodgson & Spours 2008, 2019). In most English-speaking countries, colleges are diverse post-school institutions: in England, the 158 GFE colleges offer the most vocational teaching, whilst 44 sixth form colleges (SFCs) are more focused on university progression; specialist and land-based institutions make up the total of 225 colleges in England, whilst 12 of 13 colleges in Wales are classed as further education colleges; hybrid spaces include ‘sixth form centres’ within GFE colleges (Association of Colleges 2024).  The study provides an opportunity to trace enrichment and its distinctive roles across these institutional types and explore their significance. 
We can locate these patterns within broader patterns of economic and educational history: when Britain’s post-war technical colleges mainly taught young workers on part-time day-release who had left school at 15, concerns about their literacy, numeracy, and humanistic values with which to comprehend the significance of utilitarian technical courses, led to national policy interventions requiring the introduction of locally organised liberal studies, general studies or social studies sessions (Bailey & Unwin 2008; Ministry of Education, 1959, 1961). These sessions provided forays into such areas as art, film studies or political education, usually led by educators from outside the then technical core of colleges (Ecclestone, 2002). The enthusiasms of their teachers, with the mixed responses of apprentices, are reflected in 39 papers in this journal that the editors classified under ‘liberal studies’ and ‘social studies’ (twice the number for skills teaching and ‘industrial training’) by the end of the 1960s (Editors, The Vocational Aspect of Education 1969). These arrangements reflect the relative societal calm of a post-war period of continuous economic growth, when state-owned industries in particular trained high numbers of apprentices (Fuller & Unwin 2009). Bailey and Unwin (2008) link the demise of this provision from the 1970s onwards to its integration into the technical qualifications of the Business and Technician Education Councils from the early 1970s but the Haselgrave Report (DES 1969) that led to these developments (later BTEC’s qualifications, now classified as ‘applied generals’) advocated the continuation of general or liberal studies ‘in the way best suited to local needs and circumstances’ (DES, 1969, p.84). This judgment reflects the relative autonomy and local focus of technical education colleges up to the 1970s, as well as their relatively low status (Simmons 2010). 
The elimination of liberal studies eventually took place during the 1980s ascendancy of globalising neoliberalism, reflecting largely external developments in education and training. Alongside minimised and marketised ‘apprenticeships’ increasingly located in the private sector (Ryan & Unwin 2001), a performative culture began to permeate further education colleges, sustained by a new terminology of ‘providers’ and ‘delivery’, the employment of para-professional staff and generic ‘skills’ teaching complemented by ‘functional skills’ in literacy and numeracy (Esmond 2020; Brockmann et al. 2008; Gleeson & James 2007). This period saw the triumph of narrow competence assessment and the National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs), akin to Competency-Based Training (CBT) in Australia, that came to dominate colleges culturally , their 'fragmented and narrowly defined tasks, with minimal underpinning knowledge’ (Brockmann et al. 2008, p. 227) an educational expression of supply-side economics and human capital theory (Hodge 2016; Moodie and Wheelahan 2023).  
By the end of the 1990s, the survivals of liberal education for most vocational students were either obscured within mainstream curricula or isolated in enrichment activities, especially for low-attaining students, catalogued by the Further Education Unit (FEU) (1985) in the context of its generic vocationalist ‘Certificate of Pre-Vocational Education’ initiative. A decade later the Further Education Funding Council (1996) listed:
… sport, music, drama, cultural and practical activities, work experience and work shadowing, residential visits and study tours, foreign exchanges, health education, personal and social education, religious education, languages, information technology, group projects, outdoor pursuits, clubs and societies, and leisure interests (FEFC 1996, p.2).  
This expansive list represents a menu of possibilities, rather than the regular experience of learners on further education courses. Nevertheless, it indicates both the value placed on such experiences and conflicting ambitions to broaden educational scope, whilst including ‘work experience and work shadowing’ several years before the former became a requirement following the Wolf Review (2011). This provision remained marginal into the last decade but continued to attract funding, being associated with generic courses and low-attaining students (Atkins et al. 2023). Ofsted (2014) provided a positive if rather fragmented overview of enrichment activity, interwoven with accounts of work experience and reporting a local threat to withdraw universal provision as a way of managing funding reductions (Ofsted 2014, p. 17).
Enrichment’s recent significance has accompanied a new turn to ‘knowledge-based’ curricula accompanying that in schools since 2010. The UK government’s 'technical education’ reforms, aspiring to provide high-quality routes into employment, aimed to replace both low-level qualifications associated with a generic progressivism and the ‘applied generals’ that had become a route into lower status university courses (Esmond 2018; Terry & Orr 2024; Young and Gamble 2006). In this sense, these changes have a curricular dimension, reflecting concerns about unequal access to knowledge, certification and outcomes across general and vocational education (Pring 1995; Wheelahan 2007, 2015). However, in focusing on enrichment here, our concern is linked only indirectly to qualifications and curricula: our interest is in the way different institutional types and spaces within those colleges enable different practices and outcomes. In the following section we set out the theoretical foundations for this analysis.

Theoretical foundations: Cultural reproduction and educational space 
The exploration of opportunities taken for granted by more advantaged students was undertaken by a team with longstanding commitment to social justice (Atkins 2009, Atkins & Duckworth 2019; Esmond & Atkins 2020, 2022; Kaur 2023a, 2023b; Rawls 1971; Sen 2009), reflecting interest in ‘pedagogic approaches which can be used ... to engage the most marginalised students’ (Atkins et al., 2023, p.97). Beyond the symbolic control associated with subject disciplines, enrichment was seen as a potential space for ‘cultural knowledge [...] valuable to the student and her/his family, but [...] not necessarily considered to carry any capital in the school context’ (Yosso 2005, p.76). Whilst distinctions between general and vocational education are perhaps most frequently discussed in terms of curriculum content, the significance of cultural practices outside subject curricula extends back to Durkheim (e.g. Durkheim 1961). 
However, the culture inculcated in specific educational settings can also be complicit in processes of reproduction. In an early French account, Grignon (1971) drew attention to the way technical routes inculcated ‘academically unsuccessful’ working-class youth with a ‘technical morality’ that emphasised the existence of technical solutions to all problems, through discourses structured around the (re-)production of classed identities: Grignon argued that an elite culture (the discours fort) was also referenced in these settings, to ‘signal to the students their incapacity to understand this elite culture’ (trans. Dickinson and Erben 1982, p.146). Moving beyond this specific rationale, Tanguy (1985) linked the requirements of baccalaureate and technical courses in France (then the CEP and BEP) directly to the different cultural expectations of middle-class and working-class youth respectively. Tanguy attributed the shorter study times of baccalaureate students to the need for ‘the acquisition of relatively dynamic and critical attitudes’ by middle-class youth (Tanguy 1985, p.24), whilst working-class youth, despite their supposed academic limitations, were required to study longer, in order to acquire the discipline of work and attitudes of compliance. Whilst the French baccalaureate has come to include technical and vocational routes, with ‘optional activities designed to enrich their learning’ (Martin-van der Haegen & Deane 2003, p.86), these cultural distinctions retain significance, especially in England.
Such cultural questions have been of particular interest to Bourdieusian scholars, with participation outside subject teaching identified as mechanisms through which structural dis/advantage is conferred and contested. For Reay (2004) enrichment is counted among the ‘micro-interactional processes through which individuals comply (or fail to comply) with the evaluative standards of schooling’ (Reay, 2004, p.73). Such analyses are attentive to aspects beyond the acquisition of Bourdieu’s ‘institutionalised cultural capital’ (credentials and and qualifications) to the cultural goods and embodied practices emphasised for example in Distinction (Bourdieu 1984; see also Bourdieu 2021, 161ff.). These concepts have been widely discussed in relation to post-school education, for example by Bathmaker and colleagues with regard to the cultural advantages of middle-class university entrants, later securing recognition in graduate labour markets (Bathmaker et al. 2013; Ingram et al. 2023). The conversion of inherited cultural attributes into the currency of credentials and financial outcomes is seen to produce ‘detrimental, yet frequently denied, impacts on the educational opportunities of the working classes’ (Reay 2022, p.8). 
Reflecting the educational structures of the countries where these were written, colleges as institutions are seldom discussed directly in the foundational accounts of education’s role in reproducing society, guiding young people to social spaces close to those of their parents. Bourdieu and Passeron (1990) refer broadly to ‘those branches […] from which there is least chance of entering the next level of education’ (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990, 153), and Bowles and Gintis (2011) briefly identify community colleges as sites of socialisation (2011, 205-213). In England, however, these ideas were taken up in the specific context of the further education colleges of the period, with Gleeson and Mardle (1980) challenging the notion that education and training were ‘synchronised’ with ‘manpower’ requirements, pointing to its specific role in reproducing social relations. The drivers of social reproduction in these accounts are not their vocational curricula and teaching of industry skills: instead, socialisation into the relationships of industrial production serves as an induction into the social relations of capitalist society in general (see Avis 1981, 1994). This position did not change when the need to reproduce the manufacturing workforce reduced significantly with the economic crises of the 1970s and early 1980s, transforming colleges from providers mainly of part-time courses for young workers to large-scale providers of generic ‘pre-vocational’ study for the young unemployed. Drawing on Althusser, Moore (1987) described how ‘an ideological representation of “the needs of industry” is translated into a curriculum form and an associated teaching practice’ (Moore 1987, 230). 
Our interest here goes beyond such analysis of institutional reproduction itself, extending to the possibilities of its interruption in specific settings. Noting those critical accounts of education in school settings that position meaningful educational practice in direct opposition to vocationalism (e.g. Giroux 2001; Aronowitz 2016), we seek to understand whether and how the perpetuation of structural dis/advantages might be interrupted, either in the mainstream of college life or in alternative practices. In the context of post-16 colleges, such possibilities have most frequently been identified outside the technical sphere, for example in college general education, non-technical or adult provision (e.g. Aggleton 1990; Avis 1985; Merrill & Hyland 2003). The liberal studies discussed above gave rise to claims at the time, for example, that ‘Liberal Studies […] sets out to alleviate [...] the problem of alienation’ (Neale 1966, 3) and these have been continued by recent reference to ‘critical pedagogy’ (Simmons 2016) or invocation as an alternative to the narrow, competency-based approaches that dominated colleges under Thatcherite and New Labour governments (Huddleston & Unwin 2024). They raise the theoretical possibility of interrupting social reproduction within the same institutions but in spaces with a different societal logic from the core provision of technical or further education colleges. Yet their ad-hoc arrangements, uneven consequences and separation from the core technical teaching (and teachers) of the time raises questions about how effectively the separate provision of liberal education elements can challenge the perpetuation of class-based educational inequalities. 
We can now view these settings as spaces of contestation from broader perspectives, with sociological understandings of reproduction extending to domestic work, care and globalisation, including Fraser’s (2017) identification of the ‘crisis of care’ with ‘the social-reproductive crisis of financialised capitalism’ (Fraser, 2017, p.22). These extended horizons of reproduction, suggesting a further entanglement with the whole range of practices reproducing human life from birth to death (Battacharya 2017) provide context for deepening educational divides, with Esmond and Atkins (2022) noting that intensified engagement with the workplace had led to the stratification of students’ experiences and outcomes, not only between general and vocational pathways but within the vocational sphere. Our identification of ‘welfare vocationalism’ characterised the way young working-class women were drawn into care-based and other undervalued routes as part of a gendered socialisation into employment. Correspondingly, our ironic designation of those students accessing skilled work opportunities in the male heartland of further education as ‘technical elites’ has been mainly discussed in terms of these students’ relative privilege (e.g. Avis 2021, 2024). However, any benefit from opportunities associated with technological innovation and routes into the UK government’s ‘higher technical education’ comes at the price of a cultural narrowing associated with less critical forms of higher-level study. These are central questions for our discussion of enrichment, moving on in the next section to discuss the methodological basis of our project. 



The longitudinal study: Methodology
The primary purpose of the study at the outset was to provide greater knowledge of ongoing enrichment practices. Whilst Ofsted’s (2023) definition of ‘Quality of education’ now opens with reference to curricula ‘designed to give all learners ... the knowledge and cultural capital they need to succeed in life,’ little clarity about its acquisition was available. With growing interest across the educational landscape (Centre for Social Justice 2021; Donelly et al. 2019; Robinson 2024), the educational charity NCFE commissioned the study with the support of the management body for the sector, Association of Colleges (AoC) and such broad aims as, ‘Generate more definition and clarity on enrichment,’ and ‘Identify examples of effective institutional enrichment programmes.’ The project also sought to identify specific outcomes: ‘the positive impact of enrichment on a diverse range of learners’ and ‘the extent to which enrichment activity has a potential economic value.’ The research was designed as a longitudinal study, to begin with a survey, leading to case studies in which the impact of enrichment on learners would be tracked as they moved from colleges into employment or further study. The four-year study adopted a mixed-methods approach involving the collection of institutional survey data and case studies, initially planned on a regional basis, involving documentary analysis and interviews with senior managers, teachers, specialist enrichment staff and students across England and Wales. However, some modifications to these perspectives and plans were agreed during the study.
The overall design can be summarised as follows. Firstly, an opening survey was sent to all colleges affiliated to AoC, attracting 84 responses. Questions, drawn variously from the literature and an earlier AoC survey ranged across the aims, organisation, scope and management of enrichment activity, with 46 fields for response. In order to evaluate the significance of these responses, follow-up interviews were conducted on a regional basis, with four in each socio-economic region of England and Wales, with additional attention to specialist institutions and SFAs, which were under-represented in the return. These follow-up interviews led to the provisional selection of case studies in each region, which were originally planned around series of site visits meeting with staff and students. Like other studies during the COVID-19 pandemic, this became difficult as, in between periods of lockdown when staff and students were not in college at all, the strains of educational organisation during the pandemic created difficult environments for meeting outsiders; negotiating access became prolonged and face-to-face interviews proved difficult, so that many meetings and interviews were held online via Microsoft Teams rather than face-to-face. Moreover, by the time site visits became regularised in 2022, our understanding of enrichment had become more complex. Whilst students in some settings would readily testify to its lasting benefits of enrichment, it was difficult to separate its effects from other educational outcomes; whilst learners increasingly described these activities as having greater immediate significance, for example in supporting their continuation with courses. These factors, along with the difficulty of establishing long-term relationships with respondents during the pandemic, led us to revise plans to focus on long-term effects, in discussion with our partners and funders. As we developed deeper understandings of the wide range of enrichment activity, we also came to understand the regional selection of case studies as less important than the in-depth study of specific types of enrichment practice. We consequently changed from studying nine regional cases to studying nine identified categories of enrichment activity, exemplified by a single college but with supplementary data enriching the picture in each case. A second survey in January 2023, attracting 109 responses, focused on changes to enrichment in response to COVID-19, and the relationship between enrichment and the curriculum. During early dissemination, i.e. before the project end, we reflected our early findings and analysis back to hundreds of practitioners, many of whom wanted to share their own experiences in supplementary interviews.
The methods used during the case studies and supplementary interviews underwent approval by an ethics committee at the university where all members of the research team then worked. Their design and conduct conformed to the British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2018) ethical guidelines and were based on our commitment to socially just educational research (Atkins & Duckworth 2019). Methods included the study of documentary evidence, observation and photographic recording of settings; interviews ranged from individual and paired interviews to focus groups, in which the interaction among participants was as significant as the discussion itself. Where time and the availability of students permitted, the study used mobile interviews in which students would lead a researcher to specific locations where activities took place: an embodying, relational and sensory engagement with these spaces and settings (Kaur 2023a, 2023b; O’Neill 2017; Springgay & Truman 2018).
 The volume and variety of data generated was subject to multiple analytical techniques from the detailed analysis of survey data to a search for overarching themes. Data from different modes of collection, including transcribed interviews, field notes and images, were uploaded to a shared space enabling comparison and triangulation across the team. The immersion of each team member in the case study data over time (Wellington 2015, p.73), was complemented by weekly team meetings reviewing its emerging significance, with new findings subjected to thematic analysis on the ‘constant comparative’ model (Corbin & Strauss 2015). In constructing both our categories of enrichment and the axial theme of their relationship to specific settings, we are attentive both to Glaser’s (1965) distinction of this technique from prior coding on the grounds that researchers constantly redesign and reintegrate theoretical notions (Glaser 1965, p. 437) and to Charmaz’s (2006) suggestion that our longstanding engagement with the field informs our constructions. Whilst our case studies are thus based primarily on our observation of different practices, our attention to the significance of specific settings for post-16 institutions is based on a critical understanding of the unfolding realities of post-16 education. We set out our key findings in the following section before returning to discuss their significance for English colleges below.
  
Findings 
We discuss our findings under two headings, the first discussing the conflicting aims of enrichment as they emerged over time, and the second examining how these differed across educational space.
Aims and agency
The earliest phase of the study, based on the opening survey and follow-up interviews, examined the aims and organisation of college enrichment. These dimensions later became critical for our understanding of how enrichment plays out across different institutional spaces, discussed below. In the opening survey we suggested a series of possible aims, which we summarised as either providing access to activities and opportunities (taken for granted by advantaged peers) to develop the ‘whole person’ contributing to society; facilitating progression, either into higher education or successful course completion; or supporting entry to paid employment, for example through ‘soft’ work-related skills, such as team-work and communication. We offered colleges 11 options as reasons for organising enrichment and asked them to order these, allocating their three highest preferences to these three categories, in order to identify college priorities. All 84 respondents (usually the principal or a senior leader designated as enrichment lead) selected a balance of person-centred or employability outcomes, with educational progression the lowest priority: for example, 42 described progression to university as 11th of 11 possible aims. As we built on the initial survey with online meetings and visits to colleges, meeting more staff directly involved in provision as well as students, we discovered a more diverse range of motivations behind enrichment programmes. Some identified the programme with routine compliance activities, funded or directly provided by government agencies; others identified a more proactive role in such areas, including supporting diversity and combatting racist ideas. Whilst some articulated a long-term vision of enrichment providing broader dimensions to education, sustaining students into adult life, others focussed on more immediate aims. These included encouraging students to complete their studies by providing them with motivation to attend college and providing networks of friends. 
These more immediate aims achieved prominence after the COVID-19 lockdowns. Enrichment was seen to play an important role in sustaining student communities through the pandemic, when many activities were cancelled and moved to online provision, which was noted as especially detrimental for disadvantaged students, lacking access to IT and experiencing increased precarity (see MacDonald et al. 2024). Some colleges reported using enrichment to provide social networks to isolated students. Later, enrichment organisers acknowledged the effects of the pandemic on student life, one college describing their programme as ‘trauma aware’ in response to mental health issues. Whilst several colleges reported becoming aware that enrichment cannot be limited to sport activity, other specialist staff pointed to the widely documented role of sport in the mental wellbeing of students (e.g. Morgan et al. 2023). COVID-19 appeared to have given new emphasis to the importance of enrichment for the most disadvantaged students and the value of experiences and opportunities normally denied to disadvantaged young people:  
60-70% of our students will be on free school meals […] There are real pockets of disadvantage [...] What our students don’t lack is ability and that’s why enrichment is so important because it offers them opportunities beyond what they may not have a chance to experience had they not come to college (Enrichment organiser, GFE).    

 	As in much of college life, a tension was reported on almost every visit between enthusiasm to extend such activities, seen as a means of ameliorating disadvantage experienced by many post-16 students, and the resource constraints of current funding regimes. Two of the colleges we visited had been able to draw on funding from Sport England and, when this funding ended, one college had been able to maintain this level of funding. But these resource constraints, as well as those of space and staff expertise, determined which activities could be supported.
Even where enrichment arrangements were minimal, they provided some support for student interests, enabling them to set up their own clubs and societies; others saw opportunities for active engagement and advocacy, preparing young people for taking part in a broader society. These opportunities were particularly important for students who would otherwise be isolated and students from marginalised groups identified these as essential spaces: 
As a Bangladeshi girl, I’ve always been really quiet but being here with this group has given me so much confidence. I don’t care if I get the words wrong. I know what I say matters and I’m not so worried about being more vocal anymore. I found my voice and I like it! (GFE student). 
If I didn’t come to college, there is no way I would have come to a LGBTQ group. Here you know it’s safe and I’ve made friends who I can trust and will have my back (GFE student).  
Such responses suggest a degree of agency, although correspondingly, and significantly for this discussion, some college respondents identified enrichment as part of the socialisation of students into college institutions and beyond. Some students echoed these views:
It’s those types of events that allow people to meet new people and belong to something and understand that we’re all students of the same place (specialist college student). 
However, the extent of agency, and the nature of the student’s engagement with the institution, emerged differently across institutions. At GFE colleges, we found similar levels of interest in specific activities to those at specialist institutions and SFCs, but students did not define enrichment as a central aspect of their college experience in the same way. We became increasingly attentive to these differences among college types, and to the different spaces within colleges, which are central to our analysis of different educational spaces. As the study progressed, we became increasingly attentive to these differences. 
Enrichment, organisation and educational space
The differences between educational spaces were not immediately evident from the aims and activities described in surveys and follow-up interviews, which suggested broadly similar commitments to personal breadth and more instrumental, employment-related aims, as well as opportunities for student agency. Yet two different approaches to enrichment were evident even from our opening survey responses, with some colleges reporting enrichment as a responsibility of curriculum managers and college leaders, whilst in others enrichment specialists organised the programme, usually overseen by a senior manager responsible for learner support. These implied differing views of how enrichment articulates to the rest of the curriculum and the life of colleges and their students. Once we encountered empirical realities face-to-face, these differences became starkly evident.
In some general education spaces, and especially at institutions outside the GFE institutions that make up the majority of post-16 colleges, curriculum staff played a leading role in enrichment that extended subject-based activities beyond the examined syllabus. Managers allocated small numbers of teaching hours to support activities developed by staff around their own interests: a magazine for English students, a ‘green car’ for science students, live performance in college and externally, working with independent companies for music and media students, ‘moots’ for law students and equivalents on thet same lines. These extended the curriculum into areas of interest and were often open and attractive to students from other subject areas. Staff and students alike explained enthusiastically their personal and long-term significance for their future as men and women as well as for academic and career progression, with one tutor claiming that ‘only the enrichment is important’ (SFC teacher) the rest being routine performance leading to certification. Significantly, these were not ‘academic’ but eminently practical activities that engaged students in cultural, embodied engagement with practices related to their subject but outside examined curricula.
Yet we did not find corresponding examples on technical and vocational spaces of enrichment that articulated effectively to the subject curriculum, although we specifically asked for examples of this in our data collection, especially once the distinction between educational spaces became clear. The role of enrichment was not always clearly recognised by students in these settings: in our first survey some colleges which reported apparently successful and popular provision gave low participation levels, which was later explained as the product of survey responses where students did not identify enrichment activities that they had undertaken. We did find examples of this misrecognition even in general education spaces with well-developed programmes; but in GFE colleges we met higher numbers of students who could not identify their experiences as ‘additional’ to their taught programme, for example where activities organised by enrichment teams (such as a large-scale road traffic accident simulation for public services students) or by tutors (such as the provision of their personal services in the community) appeared indistinguishable from practice-based taught content. This does not necessarily negate the value of these activities, as discussed below, but it indicates the absence of any complementary activity equivalent to the practice-based extensions of general education discussed above. 
We did encounter isolated attempts to extend the breadth of vocational learners’ subject learning. An enrichment specialist at one college described activities inviting students to research their intended destinations, identifying societal and ethical issues in those industries and inviting trade union representatives in to speak. Student responses to these interventions were hesitant, with some expressing a preference for learning job skills first, in a culture where these are most valued and where students aspire for elite occupations in their own field, such as health and social care students aspiring to become midwives or paramedics. Ironically, curriculum teachers in general education settings articulated more expressively some of the ethical issues in employment, including the need to prepare students against exploitation in employment settings (see Esmond & Wood 2017 for GFE examples from subject teaching): 
With our apprentices, certain types of employers … it’s my job to make sure that whether it’s students or providers, they have the confidence to challenge what’s being said if it isn’t right (SFC curriculum teacher).  
We found corresponding differences in social and student-led activities between these two institutional types. In general education spaces, we found extensive ranges of clubs and societies, organised through university-style ‘freshers’ weeks and supported by student unions. These attracted significant support, with one student interviewee claiming to have decided to commute to her college simply to take part in the range of student-led activities. Correspondingly, activities organised by staff promoted advocacy and citizenship: one participant described taking part in a college ‘United Nations’ activity where, having chosen a central American country because of her Spanish studies, she learned about the realities of its poverty, inequalities, conflicts and climate crisis. In the GFE colleges in our study, much enrichment was managed by learning support groups and individuals, working with outside speakers and organisations. This provided opportunities for networking, engagement with local communities and important student support facilities. Yet this seldom promoted the same degree of agency and activity. The post-COVID support activities we described above provided some imaginative and innovative support, which at one college included egg-shaped noise-cancelling chairs with soothing music and calming images on the wall opposite; one of the most proactive student representatives remarked wryly to us that, ‘Sometimes, you have to get out of the egg.’ Whilst we met many inspirational, energetic and creative individuals at GFE colleges, we did not have the same sense of students developing culturally in the same way we had at specialist and sixth-form colleges.
Whilst our opening definition had sought to capture the breadth of enrichment, it had become clear by the end of the project that its scope was unintentionally constrained by these institutional spaces and their curricula. In a later definition, we described enrichment as linked to the curriculum: ‘the college-based activities through which staff and students extend and complement learning acquired during study for approved qualifications.’ Yet our study took us beyond the curriculum to institutional questions. We discuss these further in our concluding section.
Discussion and conclusions
The above summary of our findings draws attention to two broadly different institutional types, with evidence of a continuing divide between the supposedly ‘academic’ spaces organised around general education and those designated as ‘technical’ or ‘vocational’. At a time when new possibilities of bridging the academic/vocational divide have been raised in policy circles, for example around the ‘Advanced British Standard’ (DfE 2023), these differences provide a touchstone of the extent to which bridging this divide through qualifications reform can seriously be envisaged. The enduring hierarchical distinctions among and within educational institutions reflect substantive differences in resources, agency, and association with different levels of society. Despite the best efforts of educators, these positionings cannot be escaped by a wider societal engagement alone. 
These differences, which are widely recognised although not always explicit in policy discourses, reflect multiple overlapping factors: distinctive missions, curricula and their expectations of students from different social backgrounds. However, we now return to the specifically institutional questions raised in our opening discussion, where we asked whether enrichment opened possibilities to counter the perpetuation of societal dis/advantage through the acquisition of cultural capital, or whether this is pre-determined by the reproductive role of specific institutional types. We cannot of course compute the effects of enrichment programmes on the individual and their social trajectory in isolation from the rest of their educational journey and their social and cultural origins. We can, however, identify spaces where opportunities for enculturation, agency and autonomy were stronger than those for socialisation into employment routines. Ironically, these took the form of eminently practical and even technical activities in general education spaces, which through their embodied engagement with the application of discipline-related concepts provided rich material for their students’ ‘personal statements’ (which support UK university entrance), job interviews and participation in the conversations of their future professions and of society (Bernstein 1996). By contrast, those students whose technical and vocational courses were complemented by more generic forms of support or leisure interest, for all the excitement and social action they often entailed, did not have the same opportunities.
We do not suggest that this implies GFE colleges need to become more like sixth-form or school institutions, to adopt their curricula or even the same kind of cultural activities. On the basis of the examples above, we argue that they need to develop equivalents, through activities and projects that prepare them not simply for participation in the workforce but for citizenship of the workplace, in which they are able to contribute fully to meaningful work. This could include some of the activities reported above but also others that strengthened the social and ethical understandings necessary for a democratic participation in working life and adulthood. Institutions informed by such ethos would be immeasurably better equipped to play a broader societal role than many contemporary technical and vocational institutions. On the basis of the limited indicators in our study, we suggest that the implication that reproduction cannot be challenged or interrupted within technical spaces has to some degree been falsified. If the successes of a critical technical enrichment are limited, it should be noted that the Conservative flagship reform of the T Levels has also discovered its own limitations with infinitely greater resources.
It nevertheless remains the case that the terrain of post-16 education in England is extensively stratified in terms of its missions and strategies, its cultural and material resources. This remains a block on the development not only of enrichment activity but of colleges as institutions, unless you imagine that education exists to reproduce the existing order and inequalities of society. The study summarised here discovered myriad examples of aspiration to change both, which now need the strategies, tools and resources to make this happen.
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