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House of Commons

Health (Childhood Obesity) 

House of Commons • Oral Questions, Health • 20 June 2006

A

 question tabled by the Labour MP for the Rhondda, Chris Bryant, was the trigger for a brief discussion on childhood obesity during Tuesday’s session of oral questions to Ministers at the Department of Health.


Minister of State Caroline Flint (Lab, Don Valley) told Mr Bryant that 19.2 per cent of boys and 18.5 per cent of girls aged two to 15 were classified as obese.


Mr Bryant believed that there was a “virtual epidemic of obesity” among young people and that the positive messages of parents and schools were being undermined by the promotion through advertising of junk food. Ms Flint told him that consultation on measures to deal with the labelling and advertising of food were out to consultation at the moment. The options under consideration included a 50 per cent reduction in the number of advertisements promoting food or drinks with high fat, high salt and high sugar content to children.


Conservative Spokesman Andrew Murrison (Con, Westbury) told MPs that the National Audit Office had said that the Government’s public health strategy suffered from “poor co-ordination, inadequate leadership and a tendency to apply a myriad of initiatives that lack a credible evidence base”. The problem had been developing over 20 years, the Minister replied. Children did less exercise these days, he said. Guidance had been provided to those in primary care on weight loss and caring for children with obesity.
___________________________________________________________________________________ 

School Record Keeping   

House of Commons • Oral Ministerial Statement • 20 June 2006

T

he Secretary of State for Education and Skills, Alan Johnson (Lab, Hull West and Hessle) made a statement on the Ofsted report on the vetting of school staff published on the same day.  He said that the report showed that all those involved in the recruitment of staff were committed to child protection, that they almost always demonstrate good practice, and that checks on prospective employees are being carried out—there were 700,000 last year alone. However, “Ofsted is equally clear that not enough is being done in our schools and colleges to keep proper records of what, when and against whom checks are being made. We will act quickly, but carefully, to tackle the failings that Ofsted has identified.”


He was writing to all schools and local authorities to set out the measures necessary to strengthen the system. He wanted all schools to make sure that they had the records that they need to demonstrate that they have checked the identity, qualifications and any criminal record of their staff. To be absolutely sure that that happens. Regulations would be introduced to make sure this happened.


“Secure, reliable and up-to-date records must be maintained in an accessible location,” the Secretary of State said. “If schools do not have a record that a check has been made, a further full Criminal Records Bureau check will have to be conducted and a record kept.” The same would apply to further education colleges. Ofsted will check that adequate records and systems are in place as part of its regular school inspection regime.


Ofsted also found problems with teachers from overseas. Head teachers currently seek a certificate of good conduct in addition to proof of qualifications and identity. Mr Johnson said that when there was any doubt, schools err on the side of caution and do not appoint the applicant. “That has to be the right approach, but I am announcing today that I will go further than Ofsted recommends and lay regulations to ensure that schools and local authorities also complete a CRB check on all staff recruited from overseas.” The procedures for overseas staff would be the same as those for UK-based staff.


Turning to teacher supply agencies, he said that they were under a duty to ensure that the staff that they supply are properly checked and suitable to work with children, including CRB and list 99 checks. “That should not depend on a request from the school. I am asking for this information on agency staff also to be included in the exercise that each school must undertake to establish clear records. To make all of this clear, we will tighten regulations so that schools are legally required to obtain confirmation from agencies that CRB checks have been carried out, and to keep a record of this, just as they do for permanent staff.”


The Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Bill, currently going through Parliament, would be amended to make it a criminal offence for supply agencies to supply staff without having made the appropriate checks. Mr Johnson said that the local safeguarding children boards and directors of children’s services would provide schools with local support, ensure that the right training is available and keep the DfES informed of progress. “I will be more assertive, to use the words of Ofsted, in influencing head teachers and governors to undertake the online safer recruitment training, as Ofsted has recommended.”


The Ofsted report said hat schools, colleges and local authorities needed clearer guidance. Revised guidance would be put out for consultation in the next few weeks. “That will ensure that all schools and colleges have the information in one place. It will make their responsibilities crystal clear, while clarifying issues such as arrangements for employing staff while checks are being completed and processes for volunteer staff, including school governors. We are writing to directors of children’s services and the Learning and Skills Council to ensure that this revised guidance is properly implemented.”


He gave a progress report on the list 99 review, on action taken since his predecessor, Ruth Kelly (Lab, Bolton West) last made a statement on 1 March. She had introduced a number of measures in response to public concerns that arose in January. She commissioned the Ofsted report just published. She announced that she would make it mandatory for all schools to check all new employees against the CRB; would accept advice from Sir Roger Singleton’s panel of experts on decisions to put people on list 99, as a precursor to the independent barring board to be introduced in the Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Bill; and would widen list 99s scope, so that anyone convicted or cautioned for a sexual offence against a child would be automatically included on the list, as well as anyone convicted of a serious sexual offence.


The Secretary of State referred to the public row his predecessor had faced over a small number of people who ministers or officials had exercised discretion over and not inlcuded on list 99. All but one of these people had been rassessed by police as not posing any threat to children. Of the one individual who was being considered further, he was not working with children and had not been identified as an immediate cause for concern. There were also 32 cases of individuals who were on the sex offenders register, but had not previously been referred to the Department by the police. Of these 22 had now been barred and the remaining 10 were still being investigated. None were working with children. 

Cause for concern

David Willetts (Con, Havant), the Shadow Secretary of State, welcomed the Ofsted report and the Government’s announcements. Yet did not parents have genuine cause for concern from the Ofsted report? “The report surely shows extraordinarily poor standards of record keeping in our schools,” he said, “but the problems go way beyond that.” He thought responsibility for the present situation had to be shared throughout the world of education. While local authorities had been criticised in the report, it was teacher supply agencies that were his main cause for concern. He agreed with Ofsted that the present situation where agencies did not have to carry out CRB checks unless asked to by schools was unacceptable. 


Mr Willetts thought it extraordinary that the Government had no idea how many teacher staff agencies there were. The Ofsted report quoted a DfES official as estimating their number as being vetween 300 and 1,500. The Ofsted report had also “strongly criticised” the DfES “for unclear and confusing guidance”. He quoted the Ofsted report, which said: “Recent communications from government clouded matters relating to CRB and there is some confusion. Guidance is not sufficiently comprehensive to give local authorities and schools a clear steer about their respective responsibilities.” While the report had made five recommendations for schools and two for LEAs, it had made six for the DfES. Mr Willetts used the opportunity for an attack on Ruth Kelly and the statements she had given earlier in the year, which Mr Willetts claimed the report showed she had not been in a position to have made. He criticised the DfES under Kelly and Mr Johnson. “Why has the Department been so slow in implementing the Bichard report, which is two years old this week, especially when we were told two Home Secretaries and two Education Secretaries ago that it would be implemented urgently?”


Sarah Teather (LDP, Brent, East) also welcomed the Ofsted report. She accepted that the Government had to issue new guidance to schools, but said the problem was “guidance overload” and that it was often difficult for heads to tell the difference between new guidance and old guidance that has been updated. She welcomed the Secretsary of State’s statement that tighter regulations would also apply to further education colleges, but claimed that “that opens up a gap in the system. Will he be clear that the regulations will apply to both teaching and non-teaching staff at colleges, as already happens with schools, and that the CRB checks required will be enhanced, not just basic? There appears to be a discrepancy with the Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Bill.” 


Miss Teather thought that the Ofsted report had highlighted ambiguities in the way in which guidance was issued to schools which control their own employment practice, such as foundation and academy schools. She wanted the guidance issued to make it clear who was responsible for checking foundation or trust-appointed governors. She was also concerned about the very large number of people who might come into a school to provide out-of-school clubs under the extended schools programme. “Who will be responsible for undertaking CRB checks and who will pay for them—the school or the voluntary group? What support will head teachers get to help them to cope with the enormous increase in the burden of paperwork for those schools?


Ofsted had highlighted the difficulties for head teachers in reporting soft information about staff causing concern, because of employment law. “It is right that head teachers should be cautious about that. What changes will the Government make to the system to boost confidence and make sure that delicate and difficult information is passed on correctly so that it can be used appropriately?”


Mr Johnson replied that he would issue consolidated guidance. “The teaching unions to which I have already spoken are concerned that teachers are getting so much guidance that it is difficult to keep up, which was also an implied criticism made by Ofsted.” The responsibility for CRB checks in foundation schools, voluntary aided schools and voluntary controlled schools, he said, always comes back to the school. A local authority might make checks as well, but responsibility lay with the school. “The school is where parents will ask teachers and head teachers for reassurance and where Ofsted will conduct its inspection, and the matter comes down to the school on every occasion.” He said he would give further consideration to the points about FE colleges and extended schools, but he thought that responsibility must lie with the institutions. 

Getting the right balance

Barry Sheerman (Lab/Co-op, Huddersfield), chairman of the House of Commons Select Committee on Education and Skills, welcomed the report and the Government’s response to it. He made a plea for recognition that very few children were “actively at risk in our country” and for recogition that the vast majority were educated in safe schools “taught by expert teachers whom everyone in the community can trust”. The Secretary of State agreed with him. 


Sammy Wilson (DUP, East Antrim) (DUP) wanted to know whether the measures the Secretary of State had announced would be implemented in Northern Ireland. He was told they would be. 


Annette Brooke (LDP, Mid-Dorset and North Poole) asked whether, as Ofsted visits to schools could be infrequent, should LEAs have a duty to make checks across all the schools within its boundaries more regularly? Mr Johnson said he had thought of that. “My initial view was that local safeguarding children boards should oversee this, but perhaps local authorities should be involved as well.” 


John Redwood (Con, Wokingham) asked how many countries had “long-standing and accurate registers of the kind that we would accept?” He was concerned about teachers coming from countries that did not have the checks we now do. Mr Johnson replied that 21 countries were part of the Criminal Records Bureau wider international check—the overseas information service. Among those were seven of the eight countries from which most overseas teachers come, including South Africa, New Zealand and Australia. “Curiously, America is not one of them. That allows for a checking mechanism. The certificate of good conduct is a method that has been used, but Ofsted has found a couple of cases involving local authorities where those records were not as stringent as they should have been. We need to work harder in these areas.”  


David Taylor (Lab/Co-op, North-West Leicestershire) noted the heavy workload already burdening heads and asked whether the local education authority could play a role in providing the necessary secure intranet access? The Secretary of State replied that help would be available through the local education authority, the Department and the local safeguarding children boards. 


Adam Afriyie (Con, Windsor) asked the Secretary of State if he would comment on the other criticisms Ofsted had made of the DfES. Mr Johnson said: “Four recommendations are that we should: provide clear guidance; make a clear and specific statement about checks on school governors, which I mentioned; provide clearer guidance on schools’ responsibilities when employing staff from abroad or through supply agencies, which I covered in the statement; and provide guidance on suitable employment practices for those who are not checked or are awaiting checks—that refers to ‘sight and sound’. If a school is waiting for a CRB check on a teacher, other member of staff, or a volunteer who is helping children to read, the rules are clear: that person must stay within sight and sound of another teacher and not be left alone. The fifth recommendation is to speed up the handling of cases of misconduct that are reported to us and the sixth is the one that I mentioned about my being assertive.”


Angela C. Smith (Lab, Sheffield Hillsborough) wanted pupil referral units and home hospital education services, “indeed, any organisation involved in educating and training our young people”, to have to keep records. Mr Johnson said that they would be included. 


Brian Jenkins (Lab, Tamworth) was concerned about supply and peripatetic teachers. He wanted the Secretary of State to “revisit the role that the local education authority can play in this scenario? Many supply teachers work in schools within one local authority area and rarely stray across the border, so the authority could be the one central key player in this regard.” Mr Johnson was sympathetic, though he said the posoitionj with colleges was in part different from that with schools. He was meeting the Association of Colleges to help tackle these issues.

___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Children & Adoption Bill  

House of Commons • Report & Third Reading • 20 June 2006

T

he Children & Adoption Bill is primarily concerned with issues of child welfare following the break-up of relationships between parents. Although other issues were debated during the Committee Stage, the topics chosen for debate at Report Stage were all related to issues of adoption and child custody.  As these topics are outside the scope of Education Parliamentary Monitor, this is a brief report.

Access to Children

Attempts by the Conservatives to secure a legal presumption that both parents would have access to their child after the break-up of their relationship failed after this concept was strongly rejected by ministers. It was felt by opponents of this idea that it undermined the notion that the welfare of the child was paramount.

Third Reading
Although the Conservatives opposed the Third Reading of the Bill, it was carried by a large majority and will now be considered by the House of Lords.

________________________________________________________________________________ 

Sure Start & School Uniform Grants

House of Commons • Oral Questions, the Prime Minister • 21 June 2006

T

he role of fathers and grants for school uniforms were two of the topics the Prime Minister was questioned about on Wednesday afternoon when he answered questions at the dispatch box.  


Dan Norris (Lab, Wansdyke) wondered what the Government was doing to help fathers play a greater role in bringing up their children. The Prime Minister, Tony Blair (Lab, Sedgefield) said that paternity leave, extra nursery places and child care were all examples of improvements. There was also Sure Start, which he suggested David Cameron had unfairly criticised.


Margaret Moran (Lab, Luton South) complained that her council was planning to end school uniform grants and she urged the Government to consider making them compulsory. Mr Blair did not answer the question directly but referred instead to the various ways in which the less well-off were supported by the state.

House of Lords

Child Protection: Witchcraft 

House of Lords • Unstarred Question • 19 June 2006

I

t is not often that Parliament debates witchcraft these days, which may be why this debate in the Lords lasted only five minutes. Lord Roberts of Llandudno (Con, Life) asked Her Majesty's Government: “When they will respond to the request by African Churches in the United Kingdom to publish Department for Education and Skills research into allegations of witchcraft and possession in the United Kingdom.”


The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State, Department for Education and Skills, Lord Adonis (Lab, Life) said that the the findings and recommendations of the research commissioned by the DfES to scope the problem of child abuse in England linked to belief in possession or witchcraft are being considered by Ministers across government and will be published as soon as possible. 


Lord Roberts, who had been a minister in the Welsh Office responsible for education before devolution, hoped that the report would be published soon. He asked how widespread the consultation had been in drafting the report. “What long-term proposals do the Government have to continue the dialogue with African Churches in the UK,” he asked, “to prevent those who are doing their ordinary job—doing it very well—being tarred with the same brush as some of the extreme sects that cause us so much concern?” 


Lord Adonis replied that Eleanor Stobart, the independent consultant who wrote the report, held discussions with social workers, teachers, police officers, voluntary workers and others with knowledge of the subject. She also collected and examined reports of all cases known to have occurred since 2000. “We have been working closely with the Churches’ Child Protection Advisory Service,” he told the House, “which has great expertise in the area and includes the black Churches.” It had produced best practice guidance on how to handle such issues. Its director, David Pearson, was working closely with his member Churches to see that they have the expertise that they need to deal with these cases. 


Baroness Morris of Bolton (Con, Life), a Conservative Whip and spokesman on education, said that  it was important that communities and Churches made up of “good and decent people” are not vilified. “There remain deep concerns about the treatment of a number of children,” she admitted. “Does the DfES report look into claims that some children born in Britain are being sent to the Congo, ostensibly to live with relatives, where they end up in appalling conditions in some of the revivalist Churches? …  Also, what assistance and resources are being made available to the Churches' Child Protection Advisory Service and the Metropolitan Police for training and education in child protection in the African Churches and other religious organisations?” 


Lord Adonis told peers that they would have to wait for the publication of the report for most of their answers, but he did confirm that the Government had given support to the Churches’ Child Protection Advisory Service to develop its work, including publication, in conjunction with the Metropolitan Police, of its new guidance, Safe and Secure. “That includes a helpline that can give support and advice in crisis situations to those dealing with ongoing protection concerns. It also gives safe practice guidance to protect children and young people from abuse and workers from false allegations.” Kird Adonis said that the Churches' Child Protection Advisory Service had held “positive” meetings with Congolese pastors, who had expressed “a clear desire” to work closely with the advisory service. 


Baroness Sharp of Guildford (LDP, Life), the Liberal Democrat education spokesman, said that, of 40,000 allegations of child abuse made over the past five years in the Metropolitan Police area, 50 concerned allegations of witchcraft involving young African children.  

___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Education & Inspections Bill 

House of Lords • Second Reading • 21 June 2006

I

n a marathon debate lasting six-and-a-half hours, the House of Lords considered the Education and Inspections Bill. The 35 speakers in the debate discussed many different aspects of the Bill but the focus of the debate was inevitably on the perceived rights and wrongs of the trust schools concept. It was a feature of the debate that support for the notion of trust schools was stronger on the Conservative benches than on the Labour side.


The debate was opened by Lord Adonis with a speech that began by setting out the main parts of the Bill. He described the new duties on local authorities, the ability of every school to become a foundation, the new regulation of admissions, the changes to the national curriculum for pupils aged 14 and over and the creation of a single inspectorate. But the most interesting part of the Minister’s speech was about the philosophy behind the Bill.


Often portrayed by his critics as the architect of the Bill, Lord Adonis addressed four of the “critical themes”, as he put it, that run through the debate on the Bill. The first of these was whether “this is a Bill for the many and not the few, or to put it bluntly – as have some of the critics – is it mainly a charter for the middle classes?” He believed that the Bill would lead to better education for all and that included the middle classes and others who chose to educate their children privately or to move house “in order to get a first-class education for their children”. But failing and weak schools hit the poorest families hardest, Lord Adonis argued, “and clause after clause in the Bill is focused on remedying them”.  


Secondly, Lord Adonis asked whether the Bill meant an abandonment of the Government’s self-declared aim in 1997 to focus on “standards not structures” in education. The answer was no because the Bill was only part “of a wider programme of change, most of which does not require legislation”.  Standards came first and last to the Government. “Structural change in our hands is not an end in itself; it is a route to higher standards”, he told the House. But the Government had never suggested that higher standards could always be achieved without structural change. There had been structural change in many areas of education since 1997; Lord Adonis cited the changes in teacher training, the introduction of infant class sizes of 30 and the greater emphasis on setting and support for particular groups of children within comprehensive schools.  


The third theme selected by the Minister was trust schools. He described them as the “next step” on the road the Government had been taking since 1997 and one which brought together existing elements of good practice. He saw trust schools as part of a leveling-up process in which the benefits available to some good schools now would be available to all schools in future.  


The final theme of the debate about the Bill that Lord Adonis wanted to address was the pace of change. The Minister said that the Government had been criticised for wanting to go too fast; he did not accept that criticism. School standards had risen considerably in recent years but he reminded the House that although 44 per cent of 16 year-olds achieved the benchmark five A*-C grade GCSEs overall, the proportion among those teenagers entitled to free meals fell to 18 per cent. “Transforming that situation is the immense, continuing challenge that we face” and although the Government had got the direction of travel right, “we need to go further and faster”.

Braver and improved reform

For the Opposition, Baroness Buscombe (Con, Life) welcomed the Bill but she hoped that the Lords would “send a much braver and much improved reform of our unsatisfactory education system back to another place” when they had finished with the Bill.


Lady Buscombe took the view that her party would support the Government “wherever they promote rigour, encourage discipline and give schools more autonomy and parents more choice”. She argued that the Bill was “an unfinished work” and there was much change needed in the detail.  Although she wanted what she saw as improvements Lady Buscombe did believe that the Bill “achieves a net victory by giving schools greater freedoms” and by encouraging a greater diversity of schools.


Lady Buscombe repeated the oft-made Conservative point that the Bill was a watered down version of the Government’s original White Paper and she regretted that. She was particularly critical of Ministers for having accepted that new community schools could be allowed. The spokesman also objected to the large role played by the schools adjudicator because she felt his powers undermined the freedoms given to schools.


On admissions, Lady Buscombe wanted schools to become their own admissions authorities and she did not understand the difference between selection by ability and selection by aptitude. Lady Buscombe also opposed the expansion of pupil banding, which the Bill would make possible. She was relieved that the Minister for Schools had said that the governors of foundation schools and trust schools would be able to refuse to participate in pupil banding schemes if they wished to.  


The Liberal Democrats opposed the Bill, Baroness Walmsley told peers, because only half of it could be welcomed. Half of the Bill might do something to “improve the educational experiences of our children and half of it endangers them”. Lady Walmsley cited the remark of the Children’s Commissioner that there was a distinct mismatch between the Every Child Matters agenda and the Bill.


Lady Walmsley attacked the Government for not seeking to improve how the education system was working but legislating for structural change, “even when they already have the powers to do whatever they want”. She declared that “the goal we should all be aiming for is a good local school for every child”.  


The Liberal Democrats welcomed some aspects of the Bill, including the newly defined role of local authorities, the strengthened admissions forums, the framework for youth work and many aspects of the proposals on the curriculum, transport and school food.  


Lady Walmsley’s core argument was that the major changes the Government wanted to make could be made without the Bill. Schools already had the right to become foundation schools and did not need the powers in the Bill. She saw the Bill as removing local democratic accountability and as giving local authorities duties but making it impossible for them to carry them out.  


Specific criticisms included the exclusion of academies and city technology colleges from the admissions code and the absence of PSHE from mandatory subjects at key stage 4. Lady Walmsley was also critical of the Government for not accepting Mike Tomlinson’s full proposals for curriculum reform. She also argued that their promises of school choice to parents were “a cruel confidence trick”.


The Bishop of Peterborough (Ind), speaking for the Church of England in the absence of the unwell Bishop of Portsmouth, gave a broad welcome to the Bill although he had some concerns about its contents. He saw its main thrust, greater freedom for schools, as being in line with the developments of the last 20 years. Many would link that greater independence with the improved performance of the education service, he suggested.  


The Bishop rejected the suggestions of some critics that the expansion of faith schools meant a diminishing role for local authorities. He emphasised how Church schools worked in partnership with LEAs. He believed that “the LEA as the maintaining authority has never been put at risk by this diversity of provision”. LEAs and diocesan authorities worked together to plan and improve school provision in their area.


The Bishop was unhappy about the way the Bill was drafted in respect to the state taking Church school property when a school was closed and wanted that changed. He also implied that he would like the diocesan authorities to have more power when advising Church schools on their admissions policies.  

Powerful opposition from within Labour

Lord Kinnock (Lab, Life) described parts of the Bill as “highly commendable” but his speech was one of the most powerful made by Labour critics of the Bill in this debate. He saw the Bill as running counter to the Government’s own declared aims of excellence and equity, aims which were central to the purpose of comprehensive education. The Government had, he said, “evolved an ideology that is not substantiated by any authoritative evidence,” which claimed that “the higher schooling achievement that all must want can universally be gained through an increased multiplicity of types of school” and through the resulting education market. He believed that each component of the Government’s doctrine was mistaken.


Lord Kinnock rejected the notion that creating different types of school raised standards; more children now faced secondary school entry tests than did so in 1997 he pointed out. The evidence of 60 years of education division showed that “the resulting fragmentation mainly reflects and perpetuates social and educational divergences rather than” breaking the link between disadvantage and underperformance as the Government said they wanted.


The former Labour Leader dismissed the idea that he wanted “schooling uniformity” except “at a high level of universal provision and opportunity”. He said that he abominated mediocrity and wanted schools to level up and not level down. “But neither assured universal quality nor equity, nor cohesion, nor maximum output of potential achievement will be provided by the further manifold autonomies of trust schools” which would seek out the intake most likely to “enhance their results and reputation in an educational market”.  


Lord Kinnock said that schooling for the nation could not be a “traded commodity”, especially if it was to provide the promised ‘excellent and equity’ for every child. Lord Kinnock believed that the trust school concept was inconsistent with the Government’s talk of collaboration between schools and he warned the House that despite denials of any comparison to grant-maintained schools, that difference between GM schools and trust schools “would be a few amending lines in legislation that would be introduced by a Tory administration”.


Not surprisingly the House heard a very different view from former Conservative Education Secretary Lord Baker of Dorking (Life). Lord Baker saw the Bill as “a bit of a disappointment and a lost opportunity”. The Bill had been altered because of protests from within the Labour Party and the result was not the radical measure that the White Paper had proposed; that was the cause of Lord Baker’s disappointment.


Lord Baker saw the missed opportunity as the chance to bring to an end the controversy over selection at 11. He said that he had concluded towards the end of his time as Education Secretary that the best time for secondary transfer was 14 and not 11. The Government he thought was halfway there with the 14-19 curriculum. He suggested that they move to a system of 14-19 schools and five to 13 schools. He wanted the 14-19 schools divided into apprenticeship schools and academic schools because that recognised the reality of education in this country.


Baroness Williams of Crosby (LDP, Life), another former Education Secretary, argued that an “excellent system of education can be based on the concept of cohesion and co-operation”. She referred in that context to the success of the Finnish system of education, which was based, she said, on “comprehensive education and the concepts of co-operation and co-ordination” and it was regarded as the best in Europe and probably in the world.  

Estelle Morris attacks the Bill 

There was criticism too from Baroness Morris of Yardley (Lab, Life), the third former Education Secretary to contribute to the debate. She was deeply critical of the Bill not for what it contained so much as the direction of travel it suggested. She pointed out that the White Paper had proposed a list of changes that it suggested would revolutionise schools. Lady Morris told peers that these things, such as the federating of schools, working with business partners or the voluntary sector, freedom over the curriculum and forming partnerships with universities and colleges were either introduced by the Education Act 2002, for which she had been responsible, or had been in place for many years before.  There were very few if any extra freedoms in this Bill, she said.  


The White Paper was important because it “laid out the direction of travel which the Government” wanted to take. That direction was towards a school system based on independent schools run by charitable trusts. The Government had fallen into the trap “that every single post-war Government have fallen into – believing that structural change will bring about higher standards” she said. Lady Morris rejected the notion that greater independence would raise school standards; schools had great freedoms now, the problem was that they did not use them. “If you move along this road of greater independence being the driving force for school improvement, you will move into areas of freedom for individual schools that will hold back improvement across the system,” she claimed. Lady Morris did not believe a market in education would lead to higher standards or that the private sector always had higher standards than the public sector.  

There was support for the Government from Lord Gould of Brookwood (Lab, Life), better known as Philip Gould, the Prime Minister’s polling expert. Lord Gould described his own unhappy experiences of state education and his personal opposition to selection. He defended choice against what he saw as the “elitism of the left” and he argued that “choice is not about privatisation or commercialisation” – it was about giving “working families the power over their lives that they deserve and are entitled to”.   

Lord Dearing supports vocational education

Lord Dearing (CB, Life) was generally supportive of the Bill and its proposal for school improvement partners but he wanted a mechanism for dealing with disputes between schools and the LEA over the choice of SIP.


On the curriculum, Lord Dearing urged ministers to speed up their plans to introduce vocational diplomas, arguing that they needed to be introduced sooner than the 2013 deadline. He also wanted to know how the work-related skills part of the Bill would be paid for, given that the LSC has just reduced spending in this area to zero. Lord Dearing also suggested that the idea of a baccalaureate was one that did have a part to play.  


Lord Sutherland of Houndwood (CB, Life), a former Chief Inspector of Schools, had some concerns about the part of the Bill that created the new inspectorate. He was concerned, like Baroness Perry of Southwark (Con, Life), another former Chief Inspector, about the accretion of responsibilities to the Chief Inspector, but he also felt that there was a danger of a new bureaucracy being created within Ofsted.  


Support for the Government came from Lord Howarth of Newport (Lab, Life), a former education minister in both Tory and Labour governments. He said that Britain was still suffering from the failure of the state to get involved in education soon enough in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and to fund education adequately. That had led the wealthy middle classes to educate their children in the private sector and to them having little interest in the performance of the state sector. That had resulted in a lack of funding for state schools compared to private ones. He applauded the Government for trying to create a partnership between public and private school sectors.


Lord Howarth also welcomed the banding proposals in the Bill because it would help to “end the neighbourhood passport to educational privilege”.  


The Bill received its Second Reading without a vote, as is customary in the House of Lords.

___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Child Welfare Services

House of Lords • Debate • 22 June 2006

P

rofessor Lord Giddens (Lab, Life) introduced a three hour debate that called attention to the impact of changes in child welfare services on life chances. He said that society was still heavily class-divided and that while this debate was about child welfare, he wanted to focus primarily on child poverty.


“Child poverty is the most pernicious form of poverty for several reasons,” he said. First, children are necessarily innocent. Secondly, child poverty shortens lives. Thirdly, research shows that child poverty affects almost everything else. “Children from poor backgrounds far more often leave school with no qualifications, are far more often unemployed, or fall into criminality and teenage pregnancy. The list of problems goes on.” He pointed to Scandinavia as an area with both low levels of child poverty – between four and five per cent – and high levels of economic success.  “There is a direct relationship between overcoming child poverty and a civilised society. A mark of a civilised society is one where levels of child poverty are low.” By that reckoning Lord Giddens said that the UK is not a civilised country. In 1997, the UK ranked 14th out of 15 EU countries on levels of child poverty. Only Greece had a higher level of child poverty than Britain. By 2005 Britain had risen to 10th place. 


Lord Giddens praised the Government for making the abolition of child poverty its aim and for a number of programees that it had launched to tackle the problem, even if the targets had been missed. More than 700,000 children had been taken out of poverty since 1997, which Lord Giddens said was a great achievement and more than previous Labour governments had achieved. 


Getting people into work who are very close to the threshold of being able to work is much easier than dealing with situations of more deeply embedded poverty, Lord Giddens said. The Government had had some success here, and had got some single parents into work, but they were some way off meeting their target of 70 per cent of lone parents being in work by 2010. This was important because lone parent households are a significant contributor to child poverty. 


A second concern was the significant problems with ethnic minorities in respect of child poverty. For example, the poverty rate among children of Bangladeshi or Pakistani origin was more than 60 per cent—three times the national rate—suggesting that there were special and difficult issues there that must be confronted. 

The third issue that concerned Lord Giddens was that reducing child poverty was like trying to hit a moving target. “Child poverty, like poverty in general, is now defined by the Government according to the EU definition: those living on less than 60 per cent of the median wage—it used to be less than 50 per cent. That means that we are trying to hit a moving target because the more that you do to alleviate poverty, the more the previously ascribed poverty level moves up.”


Lord Giddens then turnbed to policy options.  He wanted to see the Government “affirm a progressive consensus about life chances and further eradication of child poverty. The Government have created a more egalitarian society, but they have not wanted to own up to doing so. We should stand for a more egalitarian society and make that part of an overall centre-left consensus.”


Secondly, he wanted recognition of the complexity of both poverty and child poverty. “We know that there are far more people who experience poverty than we once thought, but there are also far more people who escape from poverty that was once thought. That has revolutionised poverty studies.” 


Thirdly, he argued that child-poverty measures “obviously cannot stand on their own.” The position of women was crucial to increasing the life chances of poorer children. Fourthly, he thought that the very notion of child welfare was changing. 


Finally, Lord Giddens wanted the Government to make a connection between their policies on reducing child poverty and their wider educational policies. “I am a fervent believer in choice in education,” he said. “This country suffers from a kind of phoney universalism in healthcare and education. It is pretended that everyone is the same. The result is that only affluent people get choice. We should affirm the principle of choice for poorer people. This would be a very important part of the educational qualifications and life chances of poorer children.”  

Continuing debate

Lord Lucas (Con, EH) was one of a number of peers who saw this debate as something of a continuation of the debate on the Education and Inspections Bill of the previous day. Then, the Conservatives had embarrassed the Government by supporting the Prime Minister against the critics in his own party. Lord Lucas decided to continue with this game. “I am here with the prime purpose of heaping praise on the Government in general and the Minister in particular, as we all did for six hours yesterday.” He was particularly interested in schools, which gave life chances. 


“All of us—the poor and the rich—have life chances,” the Tory hereditary peer said, “but you have to be ready and prepared for them to be able to make use of them. You have to be able to recognise them and to have the mindset that enables you to take advantage of them.” That was a mindset that the young pick up at school. “At independent schools, the core of this readiness to take advantage of life chances comes through the extra-curricular programme. Now we have a Government who say that they will consider increasing the funding of state schools to independent-school levels. Presumably that will entail state schools once again having a really vibrant extra-curricular life, as the best do.” Lord Lucas said that the extra-curricular life was “greatly impoverished in the 1960s and later as a result, initially, of the industrial action taken by teachers.” It wanted to see that come back. 


Lord Haskel (Lab, Life) recalled a series of seminars that the Smith Institute, which he chairs, ran in 1996 and 1997 on work commissioned from the Centre for Longitudinal Studies. The centre had been interviewing the same people since 1958 and has followed families over generations. This research showed that disadvantage was passed on from generation to generation. “The presentations by Professor Heather Joshi and Professor John Bynner persuaded me not only of that, but that the seeds of this disadvantage were sown at a very early age, long before children even went to school.” The long-term consequences affected children’s lives in education, in health, and eventually in the labour market. 


Lord Haskel said that the research showed that the consequences of child poverty were difficult to reverse at a later stage, and that the long-term consequences have a profound effect on society and the economy. 


The Earl of Listowel (CB, EH) supported Lord Lucas’s call introducing the Children Act’s five outcomes—staying healthy, enjoying achieving, making a contribution, staying safe and economic independence sustainability—to schools. He was particularly concerned about looked-after children and the review of services in the forthcoming Green Paper. “There needs to be a more strategic focus to ensure a range of good quality, appropriate placements for looked-after children—foster care and residential care,” he said. While the Government was starting to address this issue, “the neglect had been long lasting. There is still far to go to improve outcomes.”


Lord Parekh (Lab, Life) said that Britian had one of the highest rates of child poverty and child abuse. He spoke on the current provision of child welfare services. He thought that the Government had done some excellent work in this area, such as the Sure Start programme. The Every Child Matters report and the Children Act 2004 “collectively amount to a very forceful programme of wanting to tackle child poverty”. 


Yet there were four or five issues that were of concern to him. The first was that the first report of the Sure Start national evaluation team concluded that the Sure Start programme had not been as successful as it could have been, or particularly beneficial to disadvantaged groups. “A similar trend,” he said, “which has been researched extensively, has been found in the United States’ Head Start programme, upon which our Sure Start programme is based. That research has concluded that blacks have been least able to benefit from Head Start. In our country, teenage mothers, lone parents and the unemployed have not been able to get much out of Sure Start.” He was also concerned about ethnic minorities. In particular those from Bangladesh and Pakistan earned half the average national income.   He wondered whether there was any ethnic monitoring of the Sure Start programme. He thought the criteria for Sure Start was too narrow. “We should also be looking at whether children are sufficiently exposed to cultural diversity … one of the intended outcomes of Sure Start could be to promote social cohesion and to lay the foundations for a well balanced, multicultural society. In fact, it might also serve the purpose of a mild form of social engineering.”


He was alsop concerned about the provision of children’s services. Those provided by directors of children’s services, as provided for in the 2004 Act, were “all very fine, but it is striking that swathes of services are not directly under their control”. Would these other services deliver for disadvantaged chldren as the law said they should?


Baroness Massey of Darwen (Lab, Life) is chairman of the All-Party Parliamentary Group for Children. She said that the Childcare Bill now going through Parliament would give local authorities a new duty to reduce inequalities in outcomes between young children from birth to five. That Bill, together with the Work and Families Bill, “takes forward proposals from the 10-year strategy for childcare, enshrining choice for parents and the best start for children”.


She referred to a recent Children’s Rights Alliance report that pointed out that those children and young people who enter the criminal justice system or are children of asylum seekers often have a very difficult time and are often severely disadvantaged. “We should take note of the recent British Medical Association report on child and adolescent mental health published last week. It suggests that children from poorer backgrounds, children in care, asylum-seeker children and those who have witnessed domestic violence are all at higher risk of developing mental health problems.”

Children in poverty

Baroness Sharp of Guildford (LDP, Life), the Liberal Demorat spokesman on education, acknowledged that the Government had done much to tackle child poverty.  “I looked at the list of initiatives that have been put in train and I have to say that they are and have been enormously impressive.” Whle it was an achievement to have taken 700,000 children out of poverty, that still left well over three million in poverty. 


She said that she had been surprised that the evaluation of the Sure Start initiative showed that it was not reaching those it was targeting. The failure of child tax credits “also demonstrates that there are perhaps times when initiatives become too tied up in their own initiatives … perhaps we have created too complicated a network of initiatives ... Perhaps we ought to be looking at simpler initiatives rather than trying to micro-manage quite so hard.”


Turning to education, she said that the fact that one child in five leaves primary school unable to read and write properly was an indictment of our education system. Those children then go on to fail through secondary school. “If children cannot read and write when they are 11 they have no chance of coping with the curriculum in our secondary schools today, wrong though I think that curriculum is.”


Baroness Morris of Bolton (Con, Life), the Conservative education spokesman, was concerned about children from broken homes and the way the Child Support Agency works. There were 800,000 children who do not have contact with one of their parents, usually their father. “Undoubtedly, children have a better chance in life if they have two parents looking out for them, offering them love and support. Sadly relations between adults break down, but, as we said many times during the course of the Adoption and Children Bill, where safety is not an issue, the best parent for a child is both parents. That is why we believe strongly in the legal presumption of co-parenting.” 


She quoted from an article in The Times on 27 January 2004, an interview with David Levy, the president of the United States Children’s Rights Council, who was in Britain to discuss shared parenting. He said that its benefits were not just in fewer costly disputes in court, but in increased child support payments. Consensus Bureau statistics showed that fathers with shared parenting rights paid twice the amount of fathers with no contact. 

Government response

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State, Department for Education and Skills, Lord Adonis (Lab, Life) said that the Government was “immensely proud of our achievements since 1997”.  He said that there was no greater tribute to Labour’s success than, as Lady Morris had said, the fact that the Conservative Party is working on its own commission on social justice. Labour’s own commission on social justice, organised when it was in opposition, laid the groundwork for Labour’s election planning and putting in place the whole framework of thinking for coming back into government. “I hope that it does not have a similar effect on the noble Baroness’s party, but its adoption of that approach says a great deal for how we are forging what we on this side of the House call a progressive consensus on these issues.” He also paid tribute to the Liberal Democrats. “A century has passed since the election of the great Liberal Government of 1906, who did as much as the Labour Government of 1945 in putting these issues at the centre of political debate.”


Lord Adonis outlined four interrelated policy agendas: first, the creation of an active welfare system that positively helps benefit recipients return to the labour market and makes work pay; secondly, policies to make work more family-friendly; thirdly, a transformation in early years services, with far better universal services but also better targeted services and specialist help for those with additional needs; and, fourthly, a wholly new and stronger focus on raising educational standards and tackling the attainment gap for less advantaged children. 

___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Education Parliamentary Monitor


Schools Edition
Weekly series No.271
26 June, 2006 
ISBN: 1748-7625

Editor

Nick Kent

Writers
Demitri Coryton, Helen Grimmett, Arabella Hargreaves, Michael Marshall and Chris Waterman.
© Education Publishing Worldwide Ltd., 2006


Published by Education Publishing Worldwide Ltd.

Distributed by the Education Publishing Company Ltd.

___________________________________________________________________________________ 

[image: image2.jpg]THE

EDUCATION PUBLISHING

COMPANY LIMITED





Devonia House, 4 Union Terrace, Crediton, Devon, EX17 3DY, UK.

Tel: 01363 774455     Fax: 01363 776592     ISDN: 01363 775655

Email: epm@educationpublishing.com   Web: www.educationpublishing.com 

6
13

