DCSF CONSULTATION ON SCHOOLS FOR THE 21ST CENTURY 
PLEASE RESPOND BEFORE THE DEADLINE OF 3 MARCH 2009 AND ENCOURAGE OTHERS TO DO SO TOO

The government is consulting on the future of schooling, aiming to set the tone for the English education system for the next generation and beyond.  In the whole 48 pages of the consultation document there is only one (ambiguous) reference to inclusion.  All those who believe mainstream schools should offer more inclusive provision should respond to the consultation and encourage others (family, friends, colleagues) to do so before the deadline of 3 March 2009.  
HOW TO RESPOND

Full details of the consultation, including the consultation documents and response form, are available at: http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/consultations/index.cfm?action=consultationDetails&consultationId=1584&external=no&menu=1 
You can respond online or print the response form and send it to: 
Consultation Unit

Department for Children, Schools & Families

Area GB, Castle View House

East Lane

Runcorn   Cheshire

WA7 2GJ

For your information, we have included below CSIE’s response to the consultation question 2: Is there anything missing from the vision for a 21st century schools system?

Our response refers to 1.4 of the Executive Summary.

(1) The document rightly puts considerable emphasis on preparation for adulthood. However, it does not acknowledge the poor outcomes and social discrimination that face children on leaving segregated special schools.  The consultation document seems to envisage an education system for the future, based upon mistaken assumptions of the past.  The whole premise of special schooling, claiming to educate disabled children in alternative settings, was constructed at a time when disabled people were thought to have no place in mainstream society.  This is not so in the 21st century.  Other Government departments (for example the Department of Health, Department of Work and Pensions, Department of Innovation, Universities & Skills and the Office of Disability Issues) have explicitly stated that inclusion and a life in the mainstream community, with independent lives and jobs, are their goal.  This is clearly evident in initiatives and policies such as Improving the Life Chances of Disabled People, I Want a Job, The Independent Living Strategy, Valuing People. This goal cannot be achieved, however, if it is not shared by those shaping the experiences of disabled children. Aiming for segregated lives for disabled children and young people, to be followed by life in an inclusive society for disabled adults, makes no sense and is impossible to achieve.  And yet this consultation document does not state that inclusion in mainstream school is a goal for disabled children. As a preparation for adult life, therefore, its proposals are neither robust nor sustainable.  Segregated schooling does not prepare disabled children for adult life in an inclusive society any more than sending children to the North Pole would prepare them for life in the desert.  The perception that many disabled adults are incapable of independent living and/or employment is as unsubstantiated as the perception that some disabled children cannot be included in mainstream schools.  These are assumptions based on 20th, if not 19th, century perceptions of disability.  In the 21st century and the era of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities it seems unforgivable that a Government Department should choose to root its vision in the past.  The White Paper will need to dovetail with the inclusion policies of other government departments and explicitly state that developing inclusion in the mainstream is the aim for all disabled children, if they are to be adequately prepared for adult life in an inclusive society. 
(2) The document puts the “special educational needs” label under the broader and less stigmatising one of “additional needs”. Although this is a positive move, the document contradicts it elsewhere, by talking for example about children who have “barriers such as special educational needs or disabilities”.  A perception that barriers can be situated within a child seems a very narrow perception indeed. Barriers to learning and participation arise out of the interaction between children and their environment, whether it is a wheelchair user dis-abled by an absence of lifts or ramps or a child with learning difficulties confronted with an undifferentiated curriculum. A national training strategy needs to be introduced to enable the education workforce to challenge stereotypical perceptions of disability, in line with international legislation (paragraph 4 of Article 24 [Education] of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities states that in order to realize the right to education without discrimination for disabled children and young people, education professionals should receive adequate and appropriate training, including in disability awareness.)  Barriers also arise from the current professional and administrative separation of “special needs” expertise. Unless this problem is tackled, the “collaborative working” and “partnership” which the document rightly seeks will remain unachieved for these particular children. Under the interpretation placed upon partnership, mainstream schools are being encouraged to take advice about placement from segregated schools which have no real incentive to give up their pupils, and from other services (social, medical etc.) whose whole premise is that such children are problems. As a consequence, there will remain many parts of the system where “additional needs” still means doing things for children away from the normal social life that other children enjoy. The White Paper should identify the strategies and strategic leadership to empower schools to respond to pupil diversity and to address the discrimination which results in the continuing segregation of 2% of the school population.  
