Power
To The
Parents?

It is easy enough to see the
recent events at Dewsbury as
worrying signs of things to
come. A group of enraged
parents who claim their
motives are cultural and not
racial are taking exactly the
sort of action which, under
the forthcoming education
bill, will adlow them and
otherslike them to challenge
the locd authority and insist
on the school of their choice
for their children. Adminis-
tratively this would turn the
work of the authoritiesinto a
nightmare.

As it is, loca authorities
currently expect thousands
of parents to make do with a
less popular schoal than the
one they originally marked
down as a preference. The
appesals system can be long
and unwieldy and the prob-
lem is often solved by the
child settling down happily
in another schoal.

What is different about De-
wsbury is that the parents
have organised themselves
as a body, and have insisted
on their rights to places in
Overthorpe Junior, alargely
white schoal, in preference
to the school to which most of
them have been alocated,
Headfield Middle School,
where Adan pupils make up
85% of the intake.

Inevitably this adds a furth-
er and much more unpaat-
able dimension to the affair.
The parents have angrily de-
nounced those in the press
who have typecast them as
racists. Other Asian parents
(there are some Asan pa
rents within their own num-
bers), they claim, are equally
keen to set up their own Mus-
lim schools which, when the
bill is passed, will be tech-
nically possible, as long as
they can fulfil the education-
a requirementslaid down by
the education secretary Ker-
neth Baker. And s0 the De-
wsbury group is merely
doing now what soon will be

uite legitimate: insisting on
the schoal of their choice.

Administrators, academics
and others (none of whom is

speaking asaparent) say this
will lead to a system of edu-
cational apartheid. Where
children have the right to be
educated in an environment
which is committed to a par-
ticular set of cultural or reli-
gious values, multicultural-
Ism will be made a mock

of. It will lose mogt, if not all,
of its meaning, and right-
wing educationalists, ex-
ploiting an unpleasant aspect
of the populist parental 1obby
- namdy racism - will have
won another resounding and
possibly irreversible vic-
tory.

How accurate is this
account, and what other fac-
tors lurk under the surface?
Clearly, the action poses an
administrative  nightmare
for Kirklees council, and
raises the spectre of similar
problems for other loca au-
thorities in the future. Baker
has sought cover by arguing
that at present he has no pow-
er to act, and that the author-
ity has not in any way be-
haved improperly. Thisis a
wise move on his part; de-
spite being at the forefront of
parent power, Baker cannot
come out strongly when race
lurks in the shadows as a
possbly explosve issue
This would make him more
vulnerable to a much wider
range of critics, and could
wdl undo what he and his
colleagues see themselves as
having achieved.

Leaving aside Baker and his
proposed legidation and the
clear racist undertones of
the Dewsbury &ffair, De
wsbury parents have raised
some Issues which must not
be ignored. They have taken
the fate of their children into
their own hands, and acted in
a way which has a wider
populist echo. They have, at a

olitically sensitive moment,

rought to the surface the
whole messy business of
parental  preference, in
opposition to the smooth run-
ning of the forces of educa
tional administration. They
want places in Overthorpe,
they say, because they like
the head teacher's tradition-
a style, his strictness, and
his emphasis on standard
academic achievement. It is
these demands which make
the Dewsbury parents so
representative of parents,

black and white. It is this
which the tabloid press, in
particular the Daily Mail, has
transformed into a populist
crusade for the Tories.

Administrators will argue
that all their schools are of a
similar quality - in this case,
thef/ argue, Headfield is ex-
cellent. This poses the ex-
perts (who rightly say that
white children are not dis-
advantaged by being edu-
cated aongside black chil-
dren, indeed more often they
do better) against the non-
experts - the parents.
However, there is no doubt
that schools do vary enor-
moudly, even though they are
not supposed to. All parents
know through the grapevine
the reputation of the schools
intheir area. It is this which
often figuresin their calcula-
tionsrather than attemptsb
the authorities to persuade
them that all schools gain the
same results.

In a sensg, it is a no-win
stuation. Nothing could be
higher in parents' mindsthan
the need for a dramatic over-
haul of the education system.
Until this happens, parents
who are not in a pogtion to
move into a good catchment
areaor opt out altogether are
going to join forces locally.
The Léft has no alternative
but to recognisethis fact, and
the very real, if sometimes
misguided, desperation
which aErompts action like
that taking place in De
wsbury.

As yet there has been little
sgn of a shift within the Left
on the question of parental
involvement in  schools.
Labour spokesperson Jack
Straw instead has come out
in favour of other Tory-
inspired reforms, claiming,
for instance, he himself had
drawn up plans for a nationa
curriculum as far back as
1973. ILEA's leader Nell
Fletcher has rightly asked
for more time for discussion
on Baker's plans but, other
than that, the precise role of
parents, the values that they
arelikely to arguefor and the
terms on which they will
want to beinvolved still seem
to be something that the Left,
including those working in
the education system, prefer
not to think about. #
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