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Response to Conservative Draft Education Manifesto

From the point of view of a national network of head teachers and leaders within schools, dedicated to the principles and practice of inclusive education we read with interest the draft education manifesto produced by the Conservative Party.  Much of the rhetoric chimes with our aims of an equitable society where all people are valued for their unique contribution.

The detail within the document, however, causes us serious concern:

2.1‘Better Teachers and Tougher Discipline’ – 

Heading for inclusion want our children to have the benefit of highly trained, highly valued professionals whose love and dedication leads them on the path to socially responsible and fulfilling lives.  We want all children to receive an education equivalent to the best that the country can afford.   We want all children to attend their local school regardless of their needs and abilities.  We want to see schools at the heart of communities, indeed, shaping their communities to become inclusive, supportive, welcoming and strong.  

The focus on ‘discipline’ misses the point that our children’s behaviour reflects the society in which they find themselves through no fault of their own.  Even Ofsted have noted that in the best inclusive schools children’s behaviour is ‘excellent’.  We do not believe that children brought up in schools segregated by their parent’s economic status, or by their physical, emotional or intellectual needs will grow up to create the sort of cohesive society to which this manifesto claims to aspire.

2.2 ‘ A Rigorous Curriculum and Exam System’ – 

In this section we see the exact political and bureaucratic interference which the opening paragraphs claim to want to avoid: ‘The reason we have fallen behind is that schools are controlled by politicians and bureaucrats with the wrong ideas’.  Heading for Inclusion welcomes the day that politicians use their power to improve the education of our children.  The manifesto claims that standards are falling against other nations - failing to recognise that it is the constant, blatant and misguided interference of Labour and Conservative Governments which have shaped the curriculum and examination system which have caused this problem in the first place.  Teachers have consistently warned about the damage that proscription from above would cause.  Heading for Inclusion would like to see education professionals taking charge of the curriculum and designing innovative, creative and responsive ways of engaging children, ensuring that they become life-long lovers of learning.  

Cramming for ‘rigorous’ exams and forgetting what you have learned or why you have learned it is ‘so twentieth century!’  We need to engage with young people and their future employers to find new ways of measuring what they have learned and where they need a hand with their next steps.

2.3 ‘Giving Every Parent Access to a Good School’ – 

This section causes us the most alarm notably for the phrase:

 ‘call a moratorium on the ideologically-driven closure of special schools and end the bias towards the inclusion of children with special needs in mainstream schools’.

The Heading for Inclusion network has been called ‘idealistic’ – and we probably deserve that title.  Our promotion of inclusion is not ‘ideological’ it is a moral and ethical position.  We believe in a society where all people are valued ‘regardless of their achievements and abilities’ (Micheline Mason).  In running our schools we cannot call upon the resources of an Eton or Wellington, we do not select our pupils or discriminate against them because of differences in academic, physical, emotional or social abilities.  The Inclusion Movement was borne out of a desire from parents of disabled young people and from the young people themselves to play a full and active role in society.  It is a reaction against the Eugenic concept of the classification of human beings.  In this manifesto the line is clearly drawn in the sand: if you are fit and perform well in ‘rigorous’ exams you could potentially win a place at the top table – if you are poor or have ‘special needs’ you will be ‘cared for’ or trained for useful (manual) work.  There will be a four tier system of education:  Private schools for the elite; Academic schools for the middle classes; Academies for the poor and special schools where children can be neatly hidden away.

These schools will apparently continue to be ‘Ofstedded’ in a new and tougher regime.  Heading for Inclusion want our schools to be models of best practice and a showpiece for the World.  We do not believe that putting Headteachers and schools under constant threat of inspection is a useful way to achieve that.  We would like schools to be supported by some form of Improvement Teams whose role would be to work with Headteachers to gain a thorough, in depth knowledge of the strengths and areas for development in their school.  They would share good practice across schools, monitor performance, direct resource to where it is most needed and work in partnership with schools to make them as good as the best.  These teams would function under the auspices of a strengthened General Teaching Council, which would have the support and respect of the teaching profession.

In conclusion

David Cameron says: ‘If we are going to mend our broken society and make British poverty history, we need to address the causes of poverty and inequality, not just the symptoms’.  The Heading for Inclusion network would add – in order to achieve this we must work together, starting with the very organisation of our schools, to  put the concept of inclusion at the heart of all that we do.
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