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Introduction

This is the third year in succession in which I have been invited to speak at the SSBA conference.  It’s very nice to be asked back but the repeat invitations could be interpreted in several ways.  They could be seen as indicating a degree of desperation on the part of the conference organizers.  But I am sure you will all agree that we have to discount that possibility straight away – it lacks credibility (and is just too uncomfortable to contemplate).  Alternatively, my repeat appearances might be seen as a desire to introduce an element of comic relief after the heavyweight contributions of the other speakers.  As an academic who is expected to be able to cope with serious ideas and complex arguments, I’m not sure that I would be entirely flattered by that interpretation, though I do think educational debate can be very dull at times and a touch of humour is no bad thing.  I would hope that part of the reason for being invited back is that I try to raise critical issues in a way is thoughtful and challenging.  I’ve said on previous occasions that I don’t necessarily tell audiences what they might want to hear, but I do try to offer a commentary that helps to inform an organization’s internal discussions.  Towards this end I have chosen this time to focus on two themes that are current in terms of educational policy.  These are:

· Parental influence at school, local authority and national levels

· Teacher competence

Theme 1: Parental Influence at School, Local Authority and National Levels

My starting point is that the parental voice needs to be heard at various levels if it is to influence policy and practice in an effective way.  For many – probably most – parents, what matters most is their child’s experience at the local school.  Are they happy? Are they making progress? If special provision is required, are support needs assessed speedily and effectively? Is there good communication between home and school? Are problems dealt with quickly and efficiently? Is the school building fit for purpose? Are practical matters to do with meals, transport, and safety properly addressed?  Having an arena in which all these issues can be raised – whether you call it a forum, a board or a council – is clearly important.  To paraphrase the League of Gentlemen, if schools are genuinely local schools for local people then the chances of finding solutions to any problems that arise are greater than if everything has to be referred up the line of command.  

But not all issues can be resolved at school level and that is where parental links with local authorities are important.  In any case, local authorities have statutory responsibilities in relation to school provision and represent a form of democratic accountability.  Some of the decisions which face local authorities are of direct interest to parents.  One of the most controversial arises from the declining school population and pressure to close some schools.  From the authorities’ point of view, this is seen as sensible rationalization and can be justified on economic grounds.  From the point of view of parents, the closure of a local school or the forced amalgamation of two schools, is seen as a reduction of service on non-educational grounds, and there is often scepticism about the consultation processes involved – which may be seen as tokenistic rather than a genuine attempt to gauge public opinion. Parental protests against closure proposals for different parts of Glasgow have recently received attention in the press. In the case of small rural primary schools, particular sensitivities are involved and some local authorities face very difficult situations – e.g. Moray, Borders, Angus. 

It has to be said that the Scottish Executive’s position on this issue is open to criticism.  On the one hand, it says that it is committed to rural development and this might be interpreted as including community facilities such as schools.  On the other hand, it says school closures are a matter for local authorities and it will not intervene. Local authorities are subject to scrutiny by Audit Scotland and might be censured if they keep open facilities that are judged to be uneconomic.  In a sense they are in a double-bind, no-win situation. Equally, parents feel that the odds are stacked against them given the statutory powers of local authorities.  Interestingly, in cases where they have fought proposed closures successfully, they have usually managed to enlist the support of some local notable – a successful entrepreneur or a member of the aristocracy (they do have their occasional uses).  Finding powerful allies outside the formal system can be a worthwhile strategy.  There is also a Rural Schools Network which provides information and support, thereby reducing the sense of isolation that small groups may feel.

Another area where parents encounter local authorities is when they wish to withdraw their children from school and educate them at home.  Home education is a still very much a minority choice but it is on the increase and I predict that this trend will continue.  As more parents regard themselves as well educated (and we have some 50% of people now going on to some form of higher education) they will feel less dependent on the professionals and more inclined to take on the responsibility themselves, particularly at the primary stage – and maybe especially in rural areas if there is no local school within easy traveling distance.  In the Times Educational Supplement Scotland – a splendid source of information, opinion and controversy (I have to say that since it publishes some of my material) –  there was an interesting exchange of views on this subject by Michael Russell MSP and Mike McCabe, Director of Education, Culture and Lifelong Learning in South Ayrshire.  Michael Russell was critical of some local authorities for taking what he regarded as an obstructive and paternalistic attitude to parents wishing to withdraw their children from school.  Mike McCabe responded by arguing that ‘any revision to the guidelines on home education requires to balance the rights of the parent and guardian with the rights of the child and the responsibility that the state has to protect the welfare of the child’. 

This serves to remind us that while the vast majority of parents are caring and committed to the welfare of their children, there are a few who, for a variety of reasons – usually because their own lives are chaotic and dysfunctional – are not.  There have been cases of children who have been lost to the system and who have been victims of neglect and abuse.  Where this happens the authorities come under scrutiny and may be subject to accusations of failure.  All children have the right to be educated and if their parents show a disinclination to ensure that right other agencies need to step in.  There are also issues relating to the desire of some parents with very strong religious views wishing to inculcate those views in their children – here home education could become a form of indoctrination and that again could amount to an infringement of the rights of the children to grow up in climate of free enquiry in which differences are tolerated and respected.

The Russell/McCabe debate provoked some interesting letters and what emerged for me was that the situation appears to be patchy across Scotland, with some local authorities handling parental requests sensitively, others less so. This is consistent with what we might expect from the inspection reports on local authorities. There is, it has to be said, a strong tradition of public service paternalism in Scotland, by which I mean that officials and professionals have routinely thought that they know best.  There are some encouraging signs that we are beginning to move away from this a little but we have quite a long way to go.  We hear statements to the effect that local authorities now seek to be ‘enabling’ rather than ‘controlling’, but is in the nature of organizations and groups who have been used to exercising power to want to retain it – and even extend it.  So we have to be sure that the enlightened rhetoric is matched by reality.

Those who are most critical of local authority paternalism sometimes suggest that there is a case for taking education out of the control of local government altogether. Some of the reforms taking place south of the border will, in effect, do precisely that.  This argument was advanced recently by Lord Sutherland, formerly Principal of the University of Edinburgh. He argued for the creation of a Schools’ Funding Council which would distribute resources directly to schools and encourage staff and parents to tailor provision to the particular needs of their communities. He argued that this would encourage creative solutions, perhaps particularly in disadvantaged areas, and that it would free staff from some of the bureaucratic constraints from which they are subject. There are lots of potential problems with this proposal – the danger of fragmentation, unevenness in standards, the loss of strategic direction in relation to programmes such as Assessment is for Learning (AifL) and Future Learning and Teaching (FLaT).  There are also issues to do with democratic accountability.  But even if Lord Sutherland’s proposals are not likely to be implemented in the near future, the very fact of opening up this debate may cause local authorities to proceed more carefully in their dealings with stakeholders than they have sometimes done in the past.  The mere mention of the terminal solution may cause even the most died-in-the-wool bureaucrat to undergo a change of heart. 

What about parental influence at national level?  Parents, in common with other stakeholders, can make representations in relation to policy proposals.  I would be interested to know how far you feel your voice is heard at the moment and what forms of communications you find most successful.  There is often a tactical choice to be made between discreet behind-the-scenes lobbying and a more strident, confrontational approach with campaigning documents, press conferences and the like.  There is, in my view, no simple formula which provides a clear answer to the question of which approach is best in which circumstances.  It’s a matter of judgement and it’s easy to get it wrong.  If those representing the interests of parents are perceived by others as getting too cosy with the establishment, they may lose the trust of their members.  Equally, if they go over the top every time something arises they will be portrayed as emotional ranters and lose credibility.

There are, of course, two main organizations representing parents in Scotland – SSBA and the Scottish Parent-Teacher Council.  There has, it is fair to say, sometimes been a degree of rivalry and even hostility between the two.  I am going to live a little dangerously here and suggest that perhaps the time has come for a degree of rapprochement between the two.  ‘Divide and rule’ is a well established technique of government and having two organizations at each others’ throats suits the political establishment very well.  Speaking with a united voice on certain issues brings greater pressure to bear on the decision makers.  Worth thinking about?

I have one other suggestion to make in relation to parental influence at national level.  Parental groups are often perceived unfairly as representing middle class interests, seeking further advantage to those who are already relatively advantaged.  We have in Scotland a significant minority of youngsters who underachieve and fail to reach their potential – sometimes referred to as ‘the bottom 20%’ (though it is not a term I like) or, for those over 16, the ‘NEET’ group (Not in Education, Employment or Training).  These youngsters are disengaged for a variety of reasons and, despite the best efforts of education professionals, local government, the inspectorate, academic researchers and others, their plight has proved intractable.  Within this group, some of the most seriously disadvantaged are those in local authority care – the so-called looked after children.  They need all the advocates they can get.  The children who do not have parents to speak up on their behalf, or whose parents for one reason or another are unable or unwilling to do so, can easily be lost sight of in the political process.   My suggestion is simply that, in making your representations, you should not forget the needs of this group – not only is it worthwhile in itself, it would help to dispel the myth that parental pressure is only likely to benefit the middle class.

Theme 2: Teacher Competence

The Herald newspaper recently ran a series of interesting pieces on teacher competence.  The particular spin it gave the story was that headteachers were complaining that it remained very difficult to get rid of unsatisfactory teachers, despite attempts to tighten up procedures.  According to the Herald, over the last five years, only 9 teachers out of a workforce of 52,000 had been dismissed – three primary and six secondary.  Most local authorities had not dismissed any teachers at all.  Of the nine, seven had been employed by Glasgow City Council and one each by Aberdeenshire and Falkirk.

Not surprisingly, these figures were interpreted in different ways by different people.  One reading is that they indicate a continuing reluctance on the part of the authorities to deal with the problem of underperforming teachers.  In the past, teachers who got into serious difficulties in one school were often simply transferred to another and it was hoped that things would get better.   Another reading of the figures is that if so few teachers have been dismissed there is no real problem.  Willie Hart, for example, Secretary of the Glasgow Local Association of the EIS, said in a letter to the Herald that the conclusion to be drawn is that ‘the vast majority of Scottish teachers are capable, committed and continuously improving professionals’.

Teacher competence is a matter of legitimate concern to parents.  But competence in teaching is not easy to define with any precision.  The General Teaching Council for Scotland seeks to define competence under three headings.  First, there is professional knowledge and understanding.  This requires teachers to know about the curriculum, with particular reference to the sector in which they are working (primary or secondary). It also requires them to have a broad understanding of the education system and education policy.  The courses that teachers undergo in training are designed to ensure that all teachers who gain a qualification possess this knowledge and understanding.

Secondly, the GTC guidelines refer to professional skills and abilities.  It is one thing to possess the relevant knowledge, but it is quite another to be able to use it in a way that will enable children to learn effectively.  So teachers also need to have a range of skills: the ability to communicate, to explain things clearly, to plan the work of the classroom, to manage resources, to carry out assessments, to manage pupil behaviour, increasingly to use information technology effectively.  Discipline in often a matter of particular concern to parents since, unless there is framework of order in the classroom and the school more generally, the opportunity for youngsters to learn will be reduced. But to define teacher competence solely in terms of discipline would be dangerous.  A highly authoritarian teacher might have ‘good’ discipline but if the children are afraid most of the time their capacity to learn will be adversely affected.

The third heading in the GTC’s account of competence is professional commitment and values.  This relates to attitudes and dispositions rather than knowledge and skills.  Teachers should be committed to the welfare and development of the pupils under their charge.  They should want to promote social justice and good citizenship, and set a good example in these respects in their own behaviour.  They should also be committed to their own professional development through reading, reflection and attendance at courses designed to update their knowledge and refine their skills.   The notion that the initial qualification to teach is sufficient to prepare for a lifetime in teaching is no longer acceptable.

There is some value in trying to identify the features that go to make up a competent teacher in this way but it should be treated with caution.  Checklists only take you so far and carry the risk of creating a standard model of the competent teacher.  Good teaching comes in a variety of forms and it would be undesirable if all teachers were trained to behave in the same way.  If we were to conduct a survey of your recollections of the teachers who had made the most impact on you, I suspect that in many cases they would be teachers who did not conform to a standard model.  They would be a bit different, perhaps idiosyncratic in their approach, but who made you think, encouraged you to try harder, made learning fun, developed your confidence.  It’s right that children should be exposed to different teaching styles from interesting characters with a wide range of personal qualities.  To define competence narrowly, might lead to a kind of dull conformity.

But notwithstanding these qualifications, there will be occasions when an issue of teacher competence arises and needs to be addressed.  What should parents do in these circumstances?  First, they need to be sure of their facts.  Concerns have to be based on evidence rather than rumour or speculation. Schools can be hotbeds of gossip.  Youngsters – and adults – are capable of exaggeration and dramatization. A false accusation of incompetence could lead to litigation.  And it has to be remembered that teachers as well as parents have rights – there is employment protection legislation.  It is also important to consider whether the perceived problem is one of long standing or of recent development.  Most of us go through bad patches in our lives when we may be performing under par but are perfectly capable of recovering if given time and support.  That kind of case needs to be distinguished from the one where someone is simply in the wrong job and would be advised, for their own sake as well as the children’s, to move on.

It also has to be remembered that teaching is a highly stressful job and that some excellent teachers reach burnout point after many years of good service.  The employer has a duty of care and needs to consider ways in which such teachers can be helped and perhaps redeployed.  Early retirement is not as readily available as it used to be so this possibility may not be an option. But someone who has given most of their working life to the profession should not simply be dumped on the scrap heap.  They deserve to be treated with some respect and dignity.

So what I am suggesting is that where there is an issue of teacher competence it needs to be approached with sensitivity and based on evidence gathered from a number of sources.  That does not mean it should be avoided, however, because what matters above all else is the experience of the pupils and a bad situation that is allowed to drift may have very damaging consequences for them.  It’s perhaps useful to think in terms of the different levels of representation that I referred to in relation to my first theme.  Problems should first be tackled locally with the headteacher, who will have to make his or her own enquiries about the events that have given rise to the concern.  If the matter cannot be resolved at this level, then the local authority may have to be involved – and all local authorities should have procedures for dealing with allegations of incompetence, which are fair both to the complainant and to the person under investigation.

At national level, the General Teaching Council has the power to remove teachers’ names from the register of those qualified and this effectively prevents them from being employed in a state school.  There is case for saying that the parental perspective on cases of this kind is at present under-represented – the GTC is very much a professional body – and the SSBA, in its internal discussions, might want to consider whether it wishes to seek stronger representation on this, and perhaps other matters.  Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Education (HMIE) also has an important role in relation to national standards, including the quality of teaching and the leadership of headteachers. 

Conclusion

There is no shortage of topics on which the parental perspective has something valuable to contribute, not just to debate but to policy and practice as well.  I have only touched on some of the possible agenda items.  In considering the way forward – the theme of your conference – you need to reflect on a great many questions:

· The changing legislative framework within which you have to operate

· Your own internal organization

· Membership and recruitment

· Future relations with the Scottish Parent-Teacher Council

· The precise nature of the partnership with teachers you are seeking.

There is now widespread acceptance of the vitally important contribution that parents make to their children’s education and development, starting from the very early years.  That should give your organization confidence to state your position firmly and clearly, but with perhaps a growing realization of the complexity of many of the issues involved.  I have tried to demonstrate something of the nature of that complexity in what I have said about the influence of parents at different levels of the education system and about sensitivities surrounding issues of teacher competence.  The agenda will change and the political configurations will be re-shaped from time to time.  A rhetoric of public service often masks the pursuit of bureaucratic and professional self-interest.  That is why you need to be constantly vigilant to the wider context – the big political players are very skilful at redefining the rules of the game to suit themselves.  I wish you well in your efforts.
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