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FAMILY CHOICE

best be called an American-style changing its mind, but that it 1s at least | the family in any case, I believe it best
neighbourhood school. willing to listen to arguments. If so, is | able to respond to the responsibility of
Given the divergence of rhetoric and there a case for choice that the Left | choice. After all, families decide first
reality, it is perhaps significant that the should support? I think there is. It has a | whether to have children at all, then how
Government now has gone out of its way [ number of steps, but in a nutshell it goes | to feed and shelter them - indeed, how
to argue that the 1978—79 Education Bill like this. to rear them generally.
will, among other things, increase family The case for family choice rests on the In fact, in the early years the family is
choice. Whether it actually will or not is belief that there is no social consensus likely to have the child all to itself. If it is
another question, and the Opposition was over what are the proper goals and means | so entrusted in those respects, why not
quick to claim that in fact choice will be of education. In short, there is simply no | with the child’s schooling as well? Surely
restricted. Nonetheless, choice is one of public agreement on basic matters such as making decisions about the child’s
what is the good life for which education | nutrition is no easier than making choices
The case for family choice rests on | might prepare one, whether childhood | about the child’s education. And, since
the belief that there is no social | Primarily is to be a time of joy or of [ the rich are trusted today to send their
concensus over what are the proper | aPPrenticeship and so on. Of course, | children to the schools of their choice,
goals and means of education. everyone wants children to learn the basic | why not extenq this power to the caring
skills, but education is surely about far | non-rich as wel]? The rich, after all, have
. | more than that. Besides, even as to the no monopoly on wise parenting.
its proclaimed virtues. The cynical ex- | pasic skills, there is no agreement on how This, it seems to me, is an argument
planation for the Government line is that | to impart them. But if both the goals and | that the Left can and should support. But
it hopes to get some political mileage | the means of education are uncertain (or, | this analysis only yields a principle and
from its formal support of family choice. | a5 | prefer to say, indeterminate) what is | not a programme. The risk of offending
For there is plainly some political | one to do? Leftist sentiment is greater when it comes
pressure building up behind the idea, The answer, I submit, is to turn away | to applying the principle. Indeed, while
however hazy the notion may be. More- | from the issue of ‘what is best’ and to ask | ‘choice” is a banner I have long flown, |
over, choice that is to be allowed will be instead who should be given the power to
within very narrow confines. Families are decide what education is best for ‘Choice’ would be consumer choice,
essentially to be given a choice among the | children. The answer to that, I suggest, is | and providers, like public utilities
local authority’s comprehensives (some- | that in general parents, with professional would in general have to serve all
thing they enjoy in many communities advice, are the best deciders we have. comers.
already), and even this degree of choice is Why do I favour the family? Put
to be circumscribed, since other local simply, I think that typical families listen am keenly aware that it can be used to
authority perferences — such as school to the child, care about the child, and | cloak arrangements that 1 would very
size targets, social and ability mixing and | know intimate aspects of the child’s | much oppose. Hence it will not suffice to
the like — may override family wishes. personality better than do the other say that choice is put into practice when !
Nonetheless, it is possible to think of possible choosers. Moreover, because the | the State ceases funding schools and in-
the new#iﬂ as a sign — not that ouristhjld’s success or failure is to reflect on | stead gives to all families scholarships (or
|
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from the programme, to exclude him
altogether (after a hearing, which hearings
would also be required before permanent
disciplinary exclusions).

| see little to be gained by giving
state grants to the wealthy in order
to help them buy schooling that the
poor cannot afford,

While many important regulatory
issues would have to be resolved, perhaps
it is enough here to say that I would
impose very little curricular control on
schools, that I would permit schools to
have widely differing environments, teach-
ing styles, hours, term/holiday arrange-
ments and the like, and perhaps most
important that I would allow teachers to
be anyone the school chose to hire — in
short, no specific qualifications would be
required. On the other hand, I would
impose substantial disclosure obligations
on participating schools, such as the
school’s programme and objectives, how
well the children did (especially as com-
pared with what might be expected of
them given their abilities), on what the
school spent its money, what are the
qualifications of its teachers and so on.

Who might start new schools under a
choice plan of the sort I have described?
Traditional business enterprise might, as
might groups of parents seeking a dis-
tinctive ambience or governance style for
the school their children attend — eg, a

‘free’ school. [ﬁ‘
1

Groups of teachers are 2 very likely

source; surely the growing number of

trained but unemployed teachers forms 2
pool from which promoters of new
schools are likely to emerge. Thus, in the
end, family choice might benefit pro-
fessionals greatly — if only the members
of teachers’ organizations could see that.

Another possibility is the ‘minority’
ideological group. Plainly there are cul-
tural and political organizations in Britain
whose members feel that their values are
not part of the social mainstream. These
could be groups of feminists, socialists,
libertarians, blacks, fascists and so on.
For many, their children today go to
schools in which the values taught clash
with the values of the home. Some people
laud this: education, in short, is designed
for socialization into mainstream values,
Those with other values, of course, can be
quite embittered by this unwanted
indoctrination,

There is, quite obviously, a danger
here — but a danger worth running. 1
believe that the best hope for a pluralist
society is to use the power of government
to encourage its members peacefully to
pursue their differentness. The theory, of
course, is that when minorities are given
support by the society to pursue their
own values, they will reward the society
with their ultimate loyalty. Britain seems
not to fear this diversity at present when
it comes to Roman Catholic schools; why
then not schools run by those of other
minority views?

FAMILY CHOICE

One Labour fear is that choice will
lead to ‘excessive’ separation by ability
and that this is educationally bad for the
less bright. The problem with this argu-
ment is first that there is no good
evidence that this is so, and second that
the current comprehensive school policy
also allows a great deal of ability grouping.

| believe that the best hope for a
pluralist society is to use the power
of government to encourage its
members peacefully to pursue their
differentness.

The more serious concern from the
Left, I think, rests on the belief stated at
the outset that it is socially better for
children of all classes (and abilities) to be
mixed together and that choice will not
do this.

The idea is that families ought not to
be allowed to sort themselves out among
schools of different types according to
the way the family feels the child gains
most. Rather society must take affirma-
tive steps to throw children with all their
differences in together in order that they
see what others are like, learn from each
other, become more like each other, share
similar values and the like. It is in short a
drive for an even more homogeneous
society. I find it frightening. If one wants
a more equal distribution of wealth, as |
do, let us do it with progressive taxes and
better social security benefits.
From education whal we
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