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Thankyou for the opportunity to give this address, and to engage with you in your questions as an Association.  I want to pose two headline and threading through questions about teaching as we go into this address.

Firstly, where do we go now in a debate about profession, or craft, or both?  And second, how do we navigate as a profession when the settings where people train are ever more diversified, at the end of an ever longer arm from academia and the need for a proper theoretical basis for what teachers do, if the settings are scattered, Local Authority partners can no longer help you to hold the moral line when things are not right, and both inspection and regulation look through a narrower lens than you or I think is right?  There might for cynics be a third, which is who will pick the pieces up, for children, schools, teachers, governors, society, if or maybe when things go awry for any or all of those interests?

This is an important time for me as Commissioner, and for my Office, following December’s report by Dr John Dunford on his independent review of my role.   On Monday this week, through a Written Ministerial Statement, government published draft clauses from the forthcoming Children and Families Bill, the subject being the proposed changes to and strengthening of the Commissioner’s role in England.  Do go and look at it.  It is to be part of a Bill covering many aspects of children’s lives from SEN to adoption and fostering, shared parenting and the reform of social work.  Given every teacher will encounter children with special needs and most will meet those with a social worker, in the care system, fostered or adopted, it matters as much to the education profession as it does to others who work with children.  The Bill will not enter Parliament until the new year, and it will take a year to pass, so we do have work to do in the meantime!
I want to reflect with you on what my work, and the themes that drive it, mean for education, as well as looking at the Teaching Standards paperwork with which you are far more familiar than I am.   
My vision on education is of a system that involves children and young people as shapers of it alongside adults, as well as having those adults enable their learning through high quality teaching in good schools across England.  Like those who do my job elsewhere in the UK and across Europe, I champion services and a society where, to quote the recently retired European Commissioner for Human Rights Thomas Hammarberg, if we invite children and young people into our conversations, they are not there as decorations for the room, or so we can tick a few boxes to say we let them in.  
I also want to share some reflections on what are, so far, three published reports from my office, all of them pieces of research on education.   On our website you will find all of them.  Our first, a pamphlet, reflected on whether classrooms are places of learning, or behavioural war zones, as some commentators continue to insist.  It reflects the thinking of a group of adult commentators, each article followed by a different young person’s eloquent and robust response.

We commissioned the second piece of research from the NFER, who spoke to 2,000 children and young people across England, asking what they thought about their education.  In turn, some of the issues this second report raised led to our third piece of research, and to date our most influential report on the subject, our report “They Never Give Up On You.” This concentrates on issues of equality and inequality, legality and illegality, in school exclusions.  More about reports two and three in a while.
My role rests on the notion that England’s children and young people need a national champion charged to lead debates about them and their rights from a position of objective moral purpose.  The job concerns all 11.8 million children in England, but with a particular regard for the most vulnerable and otherwise unheard.  I must seek children and young people’s views on how they might inform policy making, and reflect those views to those in power.  
The future Commissioner will be asked to monitor how well the country, in all policy areas, fulfils the promises it makes to children and young people as a signatory of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, or UNCRC.  This is the UN’s most signed international human rights treaty.  We are bound by it, Mr Major’s government having signed it in 1990.  Ministers have several times in recent months reiterated their acceptance of its importance.  Sarah Teather MP has the UNCRC in her Ministerial remit.  After the issue of revised statutory guidance in recent months, so do every Director of Children’s Services and every Lead Member for Children and Young People in English Local Authorities.

Some of the Convention’s Articles are about basic entitlements, for example to a name;  to be safe;  to have your right to privacy upheld.  The basic premise, summed up by Article 2, is that these rights are a given.  They are not waiting to be earned, there is no hurdle children must clear to win them, and they are retained even when a child has done something wrong.
The thousands I have met whilst doing this job are clear if they have rights, so does everybody else.  They explain we are mutually responsible for assuring these rights for each other.  My staff and I meet children and young people in some very tough places, some damaged by what has happened in their lives, who explain if we grab our rights irrespective of those of others, it is unlikely we will enjoy what we have seized.  
The Convention in a little more detail.  Article 3 says everything we do must have the child’s best interests at heart.  If that means adapting to see through the eyes of the child, so be it.  The demands on the adaptation of professional practice, the onus for reflection placed on practitioners, cannot be overestimated, especially as the  laws on education change, and so do the regulations on the curriculum, inspection and regulation.  
Article 12 is key.  It says all children and young people must have their voices not just heard but taken seriously in all the decisions that affect their lives.  That means in everything, not only when services are child specific.  Children and young people have opinions on far more than that, and they need us to guide them so they can contribute to what adults decide.  
If you took part in the Children’s Commissioner’s Takeover Day on November 11th last year, like the Mayor of London, leaders in commerce and industry, thousands of schools and other children’s settings, police and other public services, local papers and national media including Radio 1, thousands of Councillors and their staff, nearly 50 MPs and peers,  … then you know that, placed in the seats where decisions are made, children and young people take it seriously, and bring in fresh thinking.  If you didn’t do it, why not?  This year’s is Friday 23rd November.  The coincidence with Armistice Day last year was not an accident.  Many young people are already involved in ceremonies to mark this important national memorial time.  Many explain to me they want to contribute, in this and other ways, to their communities.  They want to live where the generations can work purposefully together on themes that matter, to break down mutually held stereotypes between the age groups.  2011 was a great success.  In 2012 the day coin coincides with the takeover of Parliament by the UK Youth Parliament:  a more diverse elected body than the adult version, by far, and just as passionate about changing lives.  
Article 12 means all children and young people, including the difficult ones,  having a voice in all the decisions made about their lives, even if they can’t have what they want and difficult conversations are needed to explain why.  Research tells us we do least well with those with the harshest messages: with disabilities or special needs, health including mental health problems, in youth justice, immigration and safeguarding settings, in poverty, or isolated by their circumstances or where they live, including in remote scattered rural communities.  Let’s remember, some experience more than one of these circumstances.
Children’s ability to enjoy their entitlements under Article 12 requires free expression, captured by Article 13 in the Convention, which stresses this must be within the law, in a society that teaches respect and responsibility as well as rights.  We struggle thinking about such free expression, especially teenagers.  They in turn struggle to understand why. 
Some Articles relate to Education directly.  I shall pay close attention to the changes on the stocks now or coming in future, against these Articles.  I invite you to join me.  Article 28 says all children are entitled to an education, in a safe and respectful environment, where discipline is both clear and reasoned.  Article 29 says this education should be in the round, respecting and developing personalities, needs and talents, teaching them respect for the society in which they live.  Education about being human in every dimension, alongside readying them to pass vital exams.  We need to hold up to scrutiny over time, continuing changes to the system in which you work.  
In light of the SEN Green Paper and what has followed to date, do examine Article 23.  It says children with any difficulty or disability must have their talents and needs developed, in schools that help them fulfil their potential. Having never yet encountered a bias to inclusion, this challenge lies on us all, especially given the renewed emphasis on school based consistent and multi-agency early intervention. 
When we look at the changes underway, consider this.  In Sweden, whose significance in current policy thinking is clear, the Children’s Commissioner confirms inspections include interviews with pupils without adults present.  They talk about how schools help them live out their rights.  Their inspectors have the power to close schools whose practice falls short.  We need a national dialogue about future inspection and regulatory models, in an ever more diversified school system.  
Whoever governs or runs their schools, all English pupils deserve a rounded, fit for purpose education, whatever their circumstances.  We are often very good at delivering this ideal.  Many English schools enable pupils to achieve great things.  Whilst this is the case for most, I doubt anyone here would claim there is no room for improvement.  As I address you today, on almost every measure of educational success and at every age, children from poorer households, some boys, and certain minority groups, still do less well than their peers.  As a matter of social justice this is unacceptable.  But we have known about it a long time, have we not, so it has been unfair for many years.  What we are brave and impartial enough to do with the knowledge of that injustice makes the difference.  Children cannot, so adult society must, level the educational playing field.  
It should trouble us all that as well as attaining less than their more affluent peers and tending towards lower and narrower aspirations, children from vulnerable groups are more likely to be excluded from school.  Whoever’s schools they attend, exclusion must be run in a fair, transparent system so schools can be called to account.  Everybody in the system must strive to make it fair.  In a system where so many children go to great local schools, closing the gaps is challenging.  Part of the solution will, as government is saying, be up to the community and localities to get right.  It’s also up to every, including for the difficult children with whom some schools are already great, whereas others are already good at avoiding them.  
I am agnostic about who runs schools.  So are many in localities which already have diverse provision.  Many, including Academies, are committed to local partnerships, convinced they do their work best when supported by, and supporting, services such as health, justice, the voluntary and youth sectors.  I urge all of us, even as the landscape goes on changing, to continue to work towards shared ways of doing the right thing by every child.  Children and young people should be active participants in the thinking concerned, not passive recipients.
I want a system where children and young people are taken seriously in the running of their schools.  This does not mean putting pupils in charge, with teachers subjugating their rights or abdicating their responsibilities. It means all adults enabling children’s and young people’s voices to be heard.  This includes engaging them in self-evaluation, influential school councils, decision making on new facilities or who gets the contract for school meals.  Given they will learn in the new spaces and be the main consumers of the meals, asking them makes sense.  
In schools that take their active roles seriously, pupils come to the table responsibly, representing their peers to adults they respect and whom they recognise have a keen interest in their wellbeing.    
But no school can be better than its teachers, and we assume the teaching standards we are about to operate seek to cement this.  More about them in a moment.  We need clearer evidence and a more consistent insight into what makes some teachers more successful than others.  Academic qualifications are necessary.  They are not sufficient on their own.  If you are a mature entrant, what you have done in your life to date is no guarantee, either, that you will be a great teacher.  

Pupils often know which teachers get the best out of their classes, which don't, and why.  Schools must be fearless enough to listen to, but astute enough to help them to temper, their views.  I have visited secondary schools where pupils have been taught how to contribute to staff training.  Teachers there told me how valuable pupils’ insights are, given that especially in a secondary school, they see more teaching styles in a week than the staff do.  
On Takeover Day 2010 I spent an afternoon in an improving secondary school where, with support from teachers whose jobs they did in taster sessions, students team-taught lessons with teachers.  The latter had interviewed them for the roles, helped prepare, and then worked as support assistants in the lessons.  Students said they were astounded at how hard consuming teaching is, and they would think twice about time wasting in future.  Staff were impressed by students’ dedication, their facility with technology, their creativity and risk taking, how quickly they learned.  I doubt this school will not look back.
Pupils I meet are clear they have serious responsibilities to their schools. Teachers must have time and space to teach without disruption, and the tools to maintain order.  Pupils have a mutual responsibility to ensure such order obtains.  
As a strong foundation for this work, I recommend UNICEF’s Rights Respecting Schools framework, which the Dunford review also recommends.  It rests on an equal relationship between respect, responsibility, and rights.  Children tell me it’s mostly about respect, and everybody bearing responsibility for the rights of everybody else using the UNCRC as a guide.  A study by Sussex University for UNICEF in 2010 showed in these schools bullying and disruption diminish, exclusions fall, attendance rises, classrooms are calmer, attainment improves, and positive relationships with the community obtain. 
Many young people share the same priorities as us.  We published research done for us by the NFER in 2010.   2,000 children and young people across the country in years 5 to 11, gave their perspectives on education. Our children and young people are serious about their education.  They want to do well.  The vast majority think their school helps them learn, and that school work is worth doing. The majority also like being in school most of the time, although half worry about school work and exams, citing pressure from home as well as school.  When we asked what was most important, they wanted broadly the same as Government wants. Doing well in exams, access to good schools, and having good teachers.
Their views of teachers are quite sophisticated – I dare to speculate, having met so many youngsters in my first year in post, at times more so than those of some adults involved in debates on the issue. They feel obvious things like subject knowledge and discipline are important, but that other things are too.  They highlight things communication skills, empathy, humour, listening ability and creativity.  They recognise teaching is a demanding job which needs people with versatility and a wide range of skills.

And what of the teaching standards?  Look at them properly and with a linguist’s eye:  you will, I promise you, find text that you recognize as being about the passion and commitment that brings great teachers out of wherever they have been and into the profession, and that makes them stay.  But you have to look!  And there are jarring notes in there too, about one and only one method for teaching early reading for example.  But you and I know that schools training teachers will adapt even that, as they always have, and so have you.

Given their sophisticated view of what is needed to be a really good one, it’s hardly surprising they want to be more involved in choosing their teachers.  Most would like to be involved, but fewer than 1 in 5 has had the opportunity.  I have met school councils who have played what I must stress is an advisory, not a decision making role in senior appointments, and have spoken to adults in their schools about the care they take and the wisdom beyond their years that they show in doing it.  Some of you might have been appointed with children and young people as part of the process, as I was.  Those who interviewed me knew they were advisers, not decision makers.  They were tough questioners, and gave me a salutary lesson in how best we might use their generation in our work.  
I have a group of around 30, 9 to 18 year olds as my young advisers, and a bigger group who are part of my online advice community.  They know they are not an executive body.  They are forthright as well as thoughtful in what they say about my work.  They scrutinise my business plan, and did research they helped design and run to the government’s enquiry on the commercialisation of childhood, to which they then contributed.  They are about to run their own project on child poverty in 2012-13, and members of the group help us assign budgets to programmes of work.  
If I am worried or anxious it goes with me to work.  I defy you, or me, to put our troubles down at the door and go to work as if only work was happening.  If we expect children to shrug off their concerns as if school were a sealed bubble, we should re-examine our expectations.  8 out of 10 to whom the NFER spoke had experienced disruption in class, but for the vast majority this did not happen regularly.  They considered their teachers usually dealt with this well.  They felt some children may need to be excluded, but 9 out of 10 said schools should seek to help pupils with their problems, not to exclude them.   Very few of them thought their schools always acted fairly in exclusions.  
But let’s be clear:  for some children and young people, however supported they are in school, life is so troubled that they are constantly angry, hurt and disruptive.  In extreme cases they may need to be excluded, not least to protect others’ safety and right to an education. Given the serious long term consequences this should be a last resort, and in most schools it is.  Building on this is the drive behind government changes to how provision for excluded children is run and paid for.  As the system changes we all have a duty to keep a close eye on what happens to children and young people excluded from school, whatever the reason may be.  

Our third education publication, prompted by the 2010 NFER report, was “They Never Give Up On You,” our report on year one of a two year formal Inquiry into school exclusion.  This YouTube film, the children’s version of it, sums up what we found.  You will not be surprised we are now doing year 2, looking at some of the glaring issues in more detail, and trying to see whether, even this early, a diversifying system leaves schools more or less likely to exclude.  It may well be too soon, so look for year 3!
In most localities schools bear shared responsibilities for the hardest to place and educate.  Many have nurture facilities and staff trained in counselling, and internal “alternative to exclusion” facilities which are purposeful learning environments, not just baby minding portables at the far end of the carpark where the worst teachers as well as the worst pupils are simply put so others can forget about their needs.  The best schools deal with their troubled and troublesome in more concerned ways than that, of course.  Many have strong and effective outreach work in place, including undertaking family intervention in communities they serve.  I’d urge that we build on these approaches as the system continues to seek the best ways to deal with the excluded.
I shall work with Government, and with all those working across the system, to make sure pupils’ views are listened to in line with Article 12 as the country implements new measures, for example, to try to go on improving the quality of those coming into teaching, or to change the system for pupils with special needs so their voices are more readily heard, or as there are reviews of the admissions code.  What adults do about what children say matters enormously. The quality of every setting, in and beyond schools, can be improved if the voice of the child has a legitimate place and they will be heard, whether or not they always get what they want.  Done well, the activation of and attention to users’ voices is not a threat to order and discipline.  It confirms rather than undermining the right of the adult to be the adult, the holder of authority.  Equally importantly, it does not take away the equal right of the child to be a child. 
As Children’s Commissioner I hope to lead such serious, listening, responsive practice by example. There is, to misquote Elliott, work to do, much to change and to nurture, by the work of your own and others’ hands.  There is fertile soil to till when the people who receive what you make are children.  I invite you to pick up your shovels, then, and join me. 
Thankyou.  
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