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Holiday Inn, Glasgow

I’d like to thank the Scottish School Board Association for this invite to address the annual conference. I have watched this organisation over the years and know how important this conference is nationally and how you must feel at the crossroads of future systems and workings on behalf of parents. 

I recognize and welcome Paul Noble of East Renfrewshire and Glen Millar of Inverclyde who have much in common. They represent their colleagues well in their respective authorities and are very responsible in reporting back on SSBA news and developments to the system the authority has put in place. They both work hard on communications and they are probably not appreciated enough so well done to you both.

I’d like to say something about what Robert Brown has said…..

I have been asked to speak about a local authority perspective on parental involvement and I want to tease this out in three aspects of the authority; the head teacher; the elected member and the member of the directorate. I also want the indicate the changes I think have taken place over the times of school boards and where I think the opportunities are in the future. Firstly let’s look at the head teacher.

When the Scottish School Boards Act, passed in 1988 was enacted in 1989 and before it was implemented I was a head teacher; a very young head teacher, and I was invited became a school board trainer helping colleague head teacher prepare for school boards. My task was to train colleagues in these new things. It was the best of times and the worst of times. First thing to note was that this was one of the first times that the Scottish Education department (as it was then) paid for head teacher training. Immediately the opportunities to go to single rooms in fancy hotels replaced previous HT jaunts to shared rooms using bunk beds in outdoor centers. How were you going to keep them down on the farm after they had seen Paree? Head teachers have not had to cope with snoring colleagues and have slept better since school boards were invented. Crucially for us today is the change in attitudes and outlook of head teachers, who are the authority in many ways, towards parents, In these day there was considerable resistance to parental involvement, head teachers did not see the relevance of it, were not committed to it, saw parental involvement as a marginal activity required in poorer areas but having no relevance to a wider representation of parents. 

Now in East Renfrewshire where I have recently been working there are no head teachers who have not been appointed by an appointment panel consisting of school board members. There is one in Inverclyde but she is a saint and would have walked the job if parents had been involved. No potential head teacher will now attend an appointment interview with the negative attitudes of the late 80s. A potential head teacher will have rehearsed answers to questions by parents about parents. New head teachers will be positive towards parents, will implement strategies to involve parents, will be creative and innovative and will fundamentally believe in the pure power of parental involvement. They will have the philosophy but they will walk the talk.

The authority of Inverclyde has already engaged with head teachers about parent councils. They will be crucial people in the change. They will need the help and support that experienced and dedicated school board people like your selves can give. I would encourage you to stay with your head teacher and help them towards the wider representation. Equally well I have a view that the legislation has to be implemented in a practical and pragmatic manner and head teachers require some central guidance and structures to help the policy development and this is what authorities will be doing.

What I can say to you is that I trust that this change will work because of the new philosophy and attitudes of head teachers and because they understand now the power of family learning in raising attainment and the effectiveness of parental involvement in delivering for the school. And at the end of the line new HMIE procedures (How good is our school 3) ensure that in the future schools will be inspected on the impact of their parental involvement. This will concentrate minds also.

2.2 The school’s successes in involving parents, carers and families

· the extent to which parents, carers and families are committed and active in the life of the school

· the extent to which parents, carers and families perceive that they have positive involvement in the school

Inspection drives change in Scottish education

Elected members by very definition are representative of a local democratic process. There was considerable mistrust and suspicion of school boards in the late 80s. Many elected members could not see their respective roles but remember schools were a regional responsibility and there was no involvement of district council members. I saw a huge change with local government reorganization in 1996. Local elected members had a focus in education as never before. Over the years the involvement of elected member with school boards has been excellent. They are working together to represent local people. There is warmth and mutual purposefulness in this working together. I attended a secondary school board In Inverclyde a few weeks ago and there were 6-elected member around the school board table with an experience and mutual regard with parents from having worked together for many years.

Crucial in this is the convener of the education committee. I like conveners to have regular contact with school boards through termly meetings about departmental policy and to allow consultation. I have worked with some who were impossible and with some who were totally committed to this process. The convener I have at the moment has been involved in a difficult process of rationalization. It’s never easy to change 8 secondary schools in to 5; there are winners and losers and the man is probably hated by large section of the populace. He may be hated but he is respected by all school boards as he is always straight with them and tells the truth, even when it hurts, and because of his immense hard work which takes him to virtually all school boards on a regular basis. In this he communicates with them and genuinely tries to respond or have officials respond to their issues. The property issues raised in this process is hair raising.

In the future who knows the make up of local authorities after 3 May. If anything can be predicted it will be that political alliances will have to be formed across parties. There is unlikely to be the clarity, which currently exists in East Renfrewshire and Inverclyde. Therefore even more need for sounding out, for talking and for working together with parent councils at a local level to formulate authority policy and procedures.  Elected members will hopefully fully represent the authority with parent councils.

Finally let me turn to the directorate. Just as in inspection of schools the Inspection of local authorities moves from partnership to impact.  Impact on parents/carers and families and participation of learners and other stakeholders in policy development and planning. The authority will be judged on the impact on the community and on the impact of parental involvement. I see this crucially in the impact we can make on consultation and information.

I have already talked about meetings between the authority and school boards. This will continue with representatives of parent councils but we need all schools represented. There’s no point in giving those attending a row about attendance (how often do schools do this BTW) but if we have a director and four heads of service and a principal officer attending for parents have a right to expect that all schools will be represented if not by the chair, by a member of the parent council, by anybody from the school

In the inspection of East Renfrewshire the HMIE stated that only 59% of school boards felt consulted on policy by the authority. Offended we benchmarked with other reports on education departments and discovered that this was the highest figure in authorities inspected. We then introduced items for consultation on the agenda of meetings; we indicated to SB chairs that when the convener was attending a meeting and was listening this was consultation. Consultation is listening and informed thinking not everyone getting his or her own way; as the school estates programme in Inverclyde clearly demonstrates. So I see regular meetings with representatives of parent councils as a valuable vehicle to give information and to consult about authority policy.

Increasingly local authorities are employing a parent officer. In Inverclyde’s case this is a seconded secondary DHT paid at 55K per annum. You can expect a lot from this kind of officer in getting an authority ready for the implementation of the act, in responding to head teachers and to school boards. He will prepare draft policies, constitutions and pamphlets in respect of parent councils. But in functional terms the officer can be involved in allied activity such as complaints management, preparation of training programmes, IIP and chartermark initiatives and in mediation. 

The implementation of the additional support for learning act has concentrated minds in the local authority of dispute resolution and mediation and I’d rather do this within the authority than refer to external bodies. The amalgam of jobs the parent officer can undertake is clear and is best value for expenditure.

I look forward to the same kind of relationship with parent council representatives as I’ve had with school board chairs in the past. I look forward to their representation in the future appointment of senior staff and I look forward to parents being more involved at school.

Parents will always be involved for their own child, they will take part in activities to give information about how their child’s leaning. I hop we go beyond the activities I was undertaking as a young head teacher; the difference between equal additions and decomposition in subtraction (the wee one to the top and the bottom is equal additions) we need to think about high-level parent involvement to prepare for the future.

If this is good law, Robert Brown, it will last longer than the school Board Act of 20 years. A child currently in Primary 1 (and there are 800 in Inverclyde) will probably leave statutory education in 2020. The new bill will ensure this and anyway almost 80% are already choosing this course. This child could be serving on a parent’s council by 2030

What is the world going to be like and what high level involvement does this child’s parents need for the future?

The child’s learning certainly. Vital to attainment and inclusion

But from an authority point of view we need decisions on some big issues

Efficiency saving biting and real decisions increasingly needed on spending local authority finance 

What are we going to do in schools on sustainability and environmental issues?

How are we reflecting equality legislation and crucially what are we doing not about gender, race, or disability but about poverty?

Can we allow the P1 child who has probably been in nursery for two years to have a further 13 years statutory education and then leave for no job, no training or no further of higher education.

How are we delivering integrated services especially if we are corporate parents to a looked after child

Can we ensure that the SE vision for the child is realized? SHARRIN

Safe, healthy, achieving, respected, responsible, included and nurtured.

These are the areas I need to engage parent’s councils in on behalf of the authority.

Remember the authority is the head teacher, the elected member and the department and hopefully like me you will be positive about the way ahead and the impact the legislation can make.

A final word. When I was approached by Paul Noble to do this I was a head of service in East Renfrewshire I am now a corporate director in Inverclyde. Do people usually get this benefit from working with the Scottish School Boards Association?

