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FULL TEXT OF PROFESSOR JANE FORTIN’S SPEECH TO
		ACE’S 50TH ANNIVERSARY CELEBRATIONS

Delivered: Monday 21 June 2010, House of Lords

It is quite a record that ACE has notched up.  It is celebrating the fact that as a charity it hasn’t merely survived throughout the last 50 years, but that during all that time it has made a real contribution to the community. As a lawyer specializing in child law, I know only too well both how complicated the body of education law is and how enormous it has become.  ACE has successfully made sense of this legislation and has given countless parents advice over how it affects their own positions – ranging from issues to do with admissions to the school of their choice, to dealing with truancy and exclusions. And this of course, is where ACE excels.  It is only too aware that teachers often have a rotten job, that they may be over-stretched and work in poor accommodation with over-large classes.  But it is also aware that parents need enormous support, and more to the point, they need accurate information about their legal position and what schools should be giving them. 

My concern is that when contemplating new education legislation, which it seems keen to introduce rapidly, the coalition government appears to have a rather skewed perception of the average parent. Their average parents are bright, enthusiastic and energetic – they are aware of the shortcomings of the schools in their own areas and they are more than ready to start up their own schools to replace the old.  These parents wouldn’t dream of starting up schools which teach their pupils creationism or other extreme beliefs.  These parents don’t have children who have learning and or physical disabilities, so they do not need to battle to get their children admitted into any local mainstream school. Nor do they have to battle to obtain the specialized support that such children often need. But if they do have children of this kind, they are probably highly educated and can present their cases themselves to the relevant tribunals or they have the money to instruct the best lawyers to do so for them.  These parents may not reflect on the post-code lottery likely to emerge if individual schools, rather than local authorities, are left to commission services from educational psychologists and other specialists who assist children with learning difficulties.   

More to the point, these average parents don’t have teenagers who simply refuse to attend school, or teenagers who are so disenchanted with school that when they do attend, they behave so badly that they are threatened with permanent exclusion.  Indeed, because these parents have children who can concentrate in class, their children are unlikely to be unfairly disciplined. Similarly their children are so well behaved that they will not need to be advised by ACE that a head teacher is breaking the law when he or she invites them to take their child away from that school rather than being permanently excluded. And these parents will consider it perfectly appropriate for the new government to abolish the independent appeal panels who currently hear exclusion appeals.   These parents will agree with the view that head teachers need support when they reach decisions over pupils they consider to be simply unteachable. Nor will they reflect on what will happen to such pupils when every school in their area has become an academy and simply refuses to admit pupils who present challenges. These parents will consider it perfectly appropriate for the new government to consider strengthening the powers that schools already have to discipline pupils both within school and outside the school gate. Because they themselves have never been threatened with parenting orders, they won’t bother to read the provisions of the Education and Inspections Act 2006 which already provide schools with very extensive powers to discipline children and their parents for failing to abide by the school rules.  

My point is that there is already sufficient education legislation in place for the new government to achieve most of its ambitions if its ministers took the trouble to read it carefully.  Have they for example forgotten that the debates leading up to the introduction of the Education Act 2002 were dominated by concerns about the broad new powers being introduced providing faith groups with the ability to obtain government funding for new faith schools.  Above all, I hope that the new government’s ideas do not exacerbate the problems encountered by the not average parents. Fortunately for these parents, if this happens, they have ACE to call on to provide them with much needed information and support. 

Notes to editors:

Jane Fortin is a Professor of Law at the University of Sussex, specialising in child law, and a Trustee of the Advisory Centre for Education.

ACE is a small but extremely far-reaching charity that has been empowering the nation's parents and carers by providing them with free, independent advice on a wide range of educational issues for the past 50 years.

From humble beginnings in 1960, today we reach over 100,000 parents and carers every year through our advice lines and expert publications, and millions more through the specialist training we deliver directly to the heart of local authorities up and down the country.

Our expert knowledge, combined with the thousands of conversations we have with parents every year, has put us in a unique position to be a 'voice for parents' throughout our 50 years of lobbying for positive change in education law and policy.


Media contact: 

For further information or to set up an interview, please contact:
Sophia Fergus
PR & Communications Co-ordinator 
T: 020 7704 3388
M: 07533 455636
E: sophia.fergus@ace-ed.org.uk
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