WAG CAMPAIGN UPDATE  – 17th November 2012

As people are aware, I have been talking to Welsh Conservative AMs about the Welsh Government proposals since some time before they were published. Angela Burns (Shadow Education Minister) asked me to meet with her today to discuss the issues. The Welsh Conservative party were holding their North Wales Policy Forum Conference, with several AMs and MPs present, and Angela gave her early morning specifically for this question. Mark Isherwood, a fantastically aware and dogged regional Welsh Conservative AM, joined us part way through the meeting. I was concerned that I would not be able to attend, as this week has been very stressful for me, I am, however, extremely glad that I was able to attend.

Angela had thoroughly read the briefing document that EO circulated to AMs and had made a few notes in preparation for the meeting. She said that she broadly agreed with what was written although she felt the use of the UNCRC was fraught with difficulties; and needed some clarification on points she was unsure of, such as the existing powers of authorities.

Initially we discussed why people EHE (philosophical choice, reaction to bullying in all forms, lack of decent provision in schools and particularly SEN children not getting the diagnosis or help and support they need). I then explained that the proposals are antagonistic, creating an increase in the adversarial relationship between EHE families and LAs; I described how LAs do not follow the law, making even simple registration (as opposed to this licensing scheme) a less benign thing than might be thought at first glance, as it would empower LAs to be more oppressive. Written samples of unlawful documents/policies were handed to Angela, and other illegal practices described such as ‘door-stepping’, together with the always-present fear of social services being called without good cause. The statistics were discussed and she had clearly both read and understood the briefing document very thoroughly; I explained that lack of ability to complain effectively about the unlawful way LAs behave did not help to improve relationships.

Angela asked about claims of ‘hidden children’ and safeguarding. We discussed the fact that EHE children are peculiarly visible, and that far from being hidden they were in public more than most children. Socialisation was discussed and how that is arranged and indeed is a non-issue. She asked about cases of poor education, and the existing ability to deal with that in current law was explained: specifically that current law is a filtering process, (as are policing and social work) with a presumption of things being fine unless there are concerns to the contrary. When those concerns do get reported they can be investigated and acted upon within current law.

The relationship with the LA was discussed and how people become resistant to LAs’ involvement with education. It was explained that those new to EHE very soon realise that there is no incentive to be in contact with their LA and that often there will be ‘hassle’ and difficulties if they do choose to contact them. Section 3.15 was described, as was the way that Bridgend relationships between the EHE families and their LA had improved due to good practice within that LA. We discussed the difficulty in obtaining exam centre facilities and other things such as Welsh lessons, plus the barriers LAs put in place to accessing materials, facilities or SEN assessments and support.

The risks involved in these proposals were discussed, such as children who suffer from bullying, school anxiety, etc. being forced into a situation that could harm them, and gifted children being failed. The proposed sanctions for non-compliance with LA requirements were also covered, with the fact that the child would be punished for adult behaviour.

At the end of the meeting I asked if I could please have the assurance that these two AMs would support us against the proposals. Mark explained that he had three major issues he intended to fight them on: 

1. the proposed right of access to the home (greater than that the police already have), 

2. the incorrect conflation of EHE with welfare and other issues, and  

3. that the question should be not what more regulations can we introduce, but what extra services we can provide.

Mark stated that both he and Angela would be putting in submissions to say that the proposals were unacceptable.

I was left in no doubt whatsoever that they were not in any way supportive of the WAG proposals. Mark himself has an SEN child, and was specifically really sympathetic to that aspect. It was good to see that they had studied the situation, listened to others who had spoken to them and fully understood the objections.  
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