WAG YOUNG PERSONS WORKSHOP, Conwy, 30th  Oct. 2012  - Feedback from HEr 

The following is the longer and revised version of the Conwy WAG workshop feedback, parts of which have already appeared elsewhere.

Please note that throughout the duration of the workshop I was speaking purely from my own point of view as an individual and how the proposals would affect us as a family and not in representation of anyone else.  Some might well disagree with some things I said/my views, but I worked from that individual position.  If anyone has very different views and were unable to attend & represent such views, I would encourage you to put them down on your consultation response forms.

Upon arrival the room was full, mostly from what I could see with home educating families and a few people here and there from WAG and different local authorities.  The people who facilitated the workshop were friendly and polite (also HE’rs who facilitated the other 2 workshops).  There was a lot of rather boring overview blurb, which I can't remember, followed by a general introduction to using the electronic handsets for answering the Q’s, which we did throughout.  I didn't record the Q's (or anything else for that matter) but they were the same as appeared in the other workshops, the content of which has been listed elsewhere and part mentioned in the report written for EO.   The Q's, as expected, were pathetically written, ambiguous and leading and several worked from the assumption that we agreed with being licensed, so to answer 'Yes' in response would have confirmed that premise.  I can't remember the specifics of the Q's involved, but answering 'No' would have provided a skewed outcome.  This has been complained about in the previous workshops & so we were told our option was to not press our button – but as has quite rightly been noted elsewhere, it will be interesting to see how the WAG interprets the data and uses the approx 37% of answers provided, and whether it will take into account the remaining group percentage who didn't vote.

Among attending home educators there were also LA reps from different localities.  Initially I felt that those I spoke with appeared very much in favour of the proposals, but by the end of the workshop the majority all ended up saying they felt that far far more consultation was needed across the whole of Wales before the WAG could even start to think of bringing such proposals in.  I personally felt that the different LA reps I spoke with did still want something in place to help them deal with the most difficult cases, but I pointed out that I felt that the law as it stands is more than sufficient if LAs were more familiar with it and applied it properly and consistently, which doesn't appear to be what happens from my personal experience and understanding of other LAs.  I felt that such thoughts of these "difficult cases" may have contributed to the feeling by WAG that 'more must be done', as such, thus creating an overkill approach to HE legislation and leading to the use of a large, expensive hammer to crush a small nut.

Interestingly many people, including all the LA reps I spoke with, repeatedly refused to answer the ambiguous Q's, and people were very critical of the workshop as a whole (thought it was very poorly run and totally insufficient for the level of effect the legislation could potentially have).  Concerns were raised by some of the LA reps regarding the potential damage to the current good relationships with the HE community in their locality; those I spoke to appeared unaware and genuinely unhappy that potentially someone from the LA (probably with less experience than themselves, assuming a new post was made for it) could be granted more powers than they, the police or SS currently have.  The LA reps I spoke with had all been invited to attend via email from the WAG; they didn't say whether they had informed their HE families of the workshops & I forgot to ask them.  

The Sion D case was raised (as expected) but the LA reps who took part in the discussion, didn't appear to be fully aware of the details and background facts of the case but still chose to use this case as evidence to support & promote the apparent need for such legislative changes as are proposed.  With further discussion this argument wasn't used for very long once the reported background/historical facts from the SCR were mentioned and clarified for their convenience.  

Child protection appeared to be the main point of argument used to support the proposals – this led to interesting debate on the issue regarding whether or not an existing register would indeed ensure that those who are 'high risk' are actually caught within this supposed safety net/closed loophole.  When challenged, those in discussion had to admit this wouldn't actually ensure that the most high risk criminal deviants (paedophiles etc.) for whom they particularly felt this legislation was needed, would be identified.  It was noted that such people are already operating illegally, being under the radar, and are hardly likely to start adhering to the law just because the WAG says they must.  I asked them, with that thought in mind, whether they felt that the proposals would in their opinion be beneficial in maintaining/further developing positive working relations between themselves and the HE community within their locality in a positive and progressive way, or whether such an approach could be potentially damaging to the relations they already had.  The feedback from those who commented was that from what they know so far of the proposals, a potential negative impact on relations would be a concern & not enough is known about any of it to decide upon the proposals as they currently stand.

I personally felt that those with whom I spoke, who were initially very pro-registration, changed their perspective somewhat from the discussions as the workshop progressed – becoming somewhat less sure of their views etc., although it seemed to be felt that a compulsory register of some description would still be preferable to none.  Those I spoke to were open to discussion/considering whether the proposals would be a positive thing or potentially damaging.  Some mentioned it would be beneficial for something to come in to make the job easier when welfare services offload parents where prior concerns exist onto education services, when necessary interventions haven't come together for whatever reason.

I took part in an interesting discussion at one point over the roles of welfare/education and child protection issues in HE families.  The Sion D case was raised again briefly and a further hypothetical case (as in "what would you do if...") of a family where welfare concerns existed and which had eventually impacted upon the education of the child through repeated school absences, thus resulting in the family using HE as a legal loophole to avoid prosecution – an example I have heard used on a number of occasions in support of legislating to license HE.   I suggested that, purely from my own perspective and from what little had been conjectured, this hypothetical case had been a welfare issue far longer than an educational one and it would seem from within the given example there had clearly been welfare concerns for some time leading up to the complete removal of example child from school via the "HE legal loophole".  I asked why, hypothetically speaking, in such a case could intervention and support not have been offered to the family before such issues had impacted upon the child's well being and access to a consistent education?  I didn't gain an answer, although there was a mention by someone regarding services joining up more in the future to prevent this type of thing from happening in reality.  I wondered if that would leave services not knowing who is responsible for what or who at what stage, as in too many cooks in the kitchen, so to speak – but then I don't know enough on the subject of the inner workings of effective joined up service practice and procedures, so I couldn't comment on that point or judge whether such practices would indeed significantly guard against human error enough to prevent such scenarios from happening in the future to any greater or lesser extent than current procedures allow/prevent.

I continued to ask whether this showed that due to such hypothetical longstanding failings from a welfare perspective, using examples such as this (and the tragedy of Sion D) were creating an unbalanced focus on supporting education proposals (at an overkill level) rather than looking at why such families are able to fall through the welfare support net in the first place.  I queried whether issues and hypothetical concerns such as these are truly educational or actually unmet welfare needs or perhaps a combination of both?  I asked whether a family who may experience similar difficulties in real life as our hypothetical one mentioned earlier, if offered appropriate support at a much earlier phase, whether it was felt it would still end up being the education department’s concern to the same extent as in the outcome of the given hypothetical example?  I also asked whether the focus on strengthening HE legislation off the back of such negative examples, hypothetical or otherwise, meant the focus was potentially shifting from the original failings regarding welfare, and positioning itself more firmly in the educational sphere, and in deed whether or not this was a positive move, considering the influence of negative association.  Would this approach result in building positive working relationships between LAs and Home Educators in a progressive way, or support a culture of suspicion and blame – adding to an 'us and them’ scenario worse than currently exists?  There were different opinions offered by everyone involved in this discussion, but as expected no firm answers presented themselves.  

Rightly or wrongly, I felt from within the hypothetical context of the given example that it was essentially an unmet welfare situation that had evolved into an educational issue, which had arguably developed due to longstanding unmet needs.  So, admittedly, I was left wondering should it be HE education which is actively changed or should it be working welfare procedures which are placed under scrutiny, in reference both in the case of such hypothetical situations and in real life situations which I am sure do exist as a minority situation within society.  Although certainly not by any means a resolved discussion, I was left feeling concerned and uneasy at the prospect that due to the potential outcomes within a small minority of families whose needs perhaps haven't been supported at an earlier stage and then choose to use the ‘legal loophole' of HE in order to avoid prosecution, the rest of the Welsh HE community would potentially have to endure sanctions and monitoring controls placed upon them through legislation driven through under the steam of negative reasoning and partial minority examples, which are arguably non-reflective of the whole.  It was a very interesting discussion and one that could easily have lasted for far longer and which I am sure I shall continue to ponder for some time yet to come.   I felt that those involved in the discussion, although not necessarily offering answers to my multitude of questions, did recognise my concerns, particularly regarding the possible negative impact of the proposals and legislation on the working relationship between HE families and their LAs, and also in regards to the sometimes confusing roles of welfare and education services in direct relation to HE.

I remember raising concerns that such proposals (monitoring aspect) have the potential to impact far more families which were doing a great job at supporting their children's learning process via alternative methods (e.g. autonomous), particularly those where SEN/disabilities existed and where schools had failed them terribly in their provision.  I mentioned concerns that the autonomous approach as a learning process was one which many LA staff simply don't understand – particularly if they are working from a traditional schooling, National Curriculum-driven, attainment perspective.  It was interesting to note that this was understood by some of the LA staff in attendance with whom I spoke as, refreshingly, a number of them came from SEN backgrounds and genuinely appeared to understand the necessity for flexible/diverse learning approaches to support educational engagement and the individual nature and interests of the child.  I gave examples of our educational approaches, the diversity of learning opportunities readily available within such provision and the hugely positive and discernible difference in both of my children since embarking on an alternative learning pathway, which their previous standard state schooling couldn't currently provide for them.  This was a point of interest, particularly for those who currently engage with HE families who support autonomous learning with their children – significantly in regards to how my particular family don't personally feel the constant need to plan out learning objectives in the same manner as found in traditional schooling.  There was also interest shown in understanding how we are capable of allowing the children to follow their interests in a child-led way which is yet almost always cross-curricula by natural outcome, and one which can be scrutinised retrospectively for their educational value if ever we feel the need.  I remember making the point that there are as many different educational approaches taken as there are families whom choose to HE which is what makes the whole experience so unique and diverse, just as every child is unique and diverse, and another of our many reasons why we personally chose to opt out of the state system.  A number of people who asked me these questions appeared to value the answers, particularly in regards to taking an individual approach to meet the individual needs of the child, and there was recognition by some that this couldn't always be provided for in schools for many different reasons.

The majority of people I spoke with recognised the difference in approaches between LAs and their need to have a much broader working perspective when dealing with HE families than traditional approaches/viewpoints often allowed for.  I raised my personal concerns that N.C. structured monitoring of learning outcomes related to developmental stages etc. could impact upon the nature of autonomous education and could put children under pressure to achieve certain standards by certain stages as ordained by the WAG, and thus interfere with working at the child's pace, be it slower or faster than specified outcomes, and could compromise a child's ability to follow areas of personal interest to the extent they wish, or in developing other skills not incorporated in a standardised format.  I said that for us personally, such proposals would be in direct conflict with our chosen approach (semi-autonomous) in line with supporting my children's needs in a tailored and individual way – which such an approach (in my personal view) upholds and protects my children's rights to an education which is suitable and efficient for them as individuals and is far more relevant than whether that takes place within a school or elsewhere, or covers N.C. subject areas in a pedagogical manner.  I mentioned that I would be concerned that if the autonomous/semi-autonomous approach not fully recognised and understood, we as a family could be potentially judged as not providing a 'suitable education' on the basis that our provision might not fit neatly into standardised tick boxes.  I felt this point was recognised by those LA reps who came from an SEN background as an understandable concern.

During discussions the point was raised regarding whether an active register would assist in providing everyone with information of what services & support parents can access.  The point was made that this provision was (or should be) already provided for via council website links, first contact letters and through organisations such as EO and local support groups, although working with HE families to provide a better array of legally accurate information would be welcomed by myself.  It was intimated there wasn't a budget for covering the cost for much in the way of actual physical resources/exams etc., so it was pointed out – then what's in it for HE’rs?   It appears that HE’rs will be expected to open their doors to scrutiny and monitoring but very little of anything useful would be offered in return?  No answer was provided by anyone contributing to the discussion.  It appeared to fascinate them that HE’rs are usually extremely adept at sourcing resources and skills, transferring both from within the HE community and far beyond – I could be wrong but I don't think it was fully realised how broad, diverse, skilled and connected home educators actually are – I think it was imagined that many HE families are quite insular and lock themselves and their children away from the world at large.  I did feel it was recognised that many families can find it financially difficult to meet the rising costs of EHE and I came away feeling that some people with whom I spoke genuinely wished they could do more in terms of provision, but obviously if the money isn't available their hands are somewhat tied.

So again, I was left wondering what specific benefit to my children and our lifestyle such legislative changes would bring other than greater scrutiny and repeated demands for justification of our educational provision by representatives of an LA which had already failed our children in multiple ways for a number of years whilst attending one of their state schools,and who could well be working from the negative premise that such legislative changes have come about due to concerns rather than a positive view on the benefits of EHE.  

I noted that the LA reps in attendance whom I witnessed talking with the attending children/teenagers were genuinely truly impressed by their contributions – friends of my family spent some time speaking most eloquently to various LA reps regarding their concerns of how such proposals would impact upon them and other HE children if they had to endure monitoring etc.  They were an absolute testament to the value and quality of dedicated home education as I have experienced it, and I personally felt they were truly representative of the end product of home education which I have met in our HE journey so far.

