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Minister Andrews, Public Representatives, invited guests, ladies and gentlemen

On behalf of our National Organisation for Parents in post primary Education I extend a warm welcome to you to our celebration of 25 years of NPCpp.  At the outset I say thank you Minister for the help and assistance your Department has offered to this organisation throughout this time.

We, Parents are celebrating 25 years of Voluntary activity in our post primary schools and colleges at a time when our Education system and our National Economic well being are being seriously threatened.  These threats I suggest Minister could be seen as an opportunity – an opportunity to engage and to maximise the huge resources and enthusiasm that continues to exist in the form of Parents interest in their children’s education.

Where do Parents fit into the melting pot of Education policy and practice?
We see the creation of the National Parents Council post primary in 1985 as a first step in developing formal parental involvement leading to the Education Act of 1998.  Intermediate steps, including Green Paper ‘92 and White Paper ’95, are littered with strong recommendations of partnership with the essential features of a “bottom up” approach. Declarations that parents are “full partners in the consultative process” were heralded.  Roles and functions of Boards of Management’s and their responsibilities in the processes of management were also set out.

Parent bodies pursued these issues and throughout the Education Act the role of parent’s as a full partner is integral. 
But if we look across the post primary sector with over 740 schools and colleges we can observe the disparities and shortcomings that exist.  For example:
· How many schools have parents as Chairpersons of BOMs?
· Have all schools formed Parents Councils in a transparent manner?

· Do all schools hold BOM meetings at times that enable parents to attend?
· Is it accessible for parents’ issues to be put on the agendas of BOM meetings?
· Are parents made aware of the channels open to them to question or appeal such issues.

There is also the ‘fear factor’ that exists of strong parent representation in too many education centres, or the all too common view that parents are there as fundraisers for the school community.  Management bodies have not always faced up to these issues to date.

Another partner in our system, the teachers, have continued to gain the admiration of parents for their work and dedication in educating our children.  However their representative unions have, in general, failed to grasp the basic concept that parents are not the enemy.  The recent withdrawal of the parent–teacher meetings after school hours is, in the view of parents, a lost opportunity.  A lost opportunity to engage with parents, to explain the crisis that exists in education and its delivery in the local school.   
Much is said and written about League Tables and about how our schools are evaluated and monitored.  These examination result tables show only a very small part of the education profile of a school, leaving out the range of programmes and curricula available.  If our schools reflect the society and socio economic background of its location, how can comparisons be drawn between a rural, co educational, standalone school with 500-800 students providing a range of programmes such as LCA and foundation level maths and a single sex, traditional school in an urban area, and where a choice of schools exists, which does not offer a similar range of programmes?.
The real issue here is not league tables, but rather the resourcing of schools according to the needs of pupils.  The broader subject range should arguably mean greater resourcing.  Alas, this is not the case and to top it all parents are inveigled into resourcing their school through registration fees, direct fund raising and other charges.  Parents generally have to rely on local knowledge in their decision making about where to send their children instead.  The Whole School Evaluation process should be developed to provide this type of information and allow a full picture of individual schools to be presented.  Existing good practice could then be promoted in all our schools rather than attempts being made to narrow parental choice down to exam results in League Tables.

The third partner, the DES, is the prime mover in implementing the policies arrived at.  The advent of the ’98 Education Act opened up new roles and responsibilities alongside opportunities for the future. It is now evident that there has been insufficient thought and planning given to the roll out of the changes.  We have been strong on policy, but less so on implementation.
So what now for parents?  The National Parents Council post primary carried out a major internal review with the support of DES in 2007.  A strategic development plan was finalised in mid 2007, putting forward proposals to ensure NPCpp is resourced to allow all parents to become well informed, to undertake education research, and to negotiate with our partners in order to move from the huge voluntary commitment (100%) to become a sustainable, relevant and appropriate partner in post primary education in the Ireland of the 21st century. 
We require that the DES specifically underpins our Strategic Development Plan.  This plan prioritises the appropriate training for parents in all second level schools and colleges.
In parallel with this initiative we are calling on the DES to lead and promote affiliation process whereby €1 per child/student is levied by each school.  Parents already subscribe to school budgets and €1 per student seems reasonable to us.  Such a model of levy exists for other Partners in our schools.
NPCpp will then be in a position to develop an effective, sustainable national organisation, as well as playing a more effective role in school communities.  We can promote parental responsibilities, rights, support students throughout their second level education and promote the future development of a quality education system for our children.  The ongoing voluntary work of parents should be seen not only for what we do but more importantly what we can do when the required resources are put in place.  Following reviews of our plan with DES officials NPCpp is seeking funding of the order of €70,000 to facilitate the start up of this process.

Schools and Education in 2010 are complex matters and require that all Partners play their roles fully.  Parents are now requesting that you take their role seriously by releasing funds to back this initiative.

Now is the time to devote our efforts to release the capacity of parents to contribute to the reservoir of talent and civic commitment available to us.  We must ensure that the present generation of students are as competent in dealing with their future as any other previous generation.
The education system in Ireland is fortunate in that there is huge goodwill towards it which is a great asset. This must be nurtured and all partners accept fully that parental engagement is everybody’s business.  There is an urgent need to look for different models for a different time, as we all look to a future not yet defined.  
This principal of partnership in education has been enhanced with the development of the PPEF in December ’07.  This is a National Parents initiative where parents, management bodies and teacher unions come together to discuss and develop strategies in post primary education in an attempt to form a strategic and cohesive approach to our common interest i.e. the education of our young people. This was the core of our recent submission to the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education, as well as the necessity of allocating a specific percentage of our national income to resource education policy. This collaborative approach provides a way forward.

I say to you Minister, the Department of Education and Science, the Management bodies and the Teacher Unions grasp this opportunity and empower parents!
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