LOOKING AHEAD TO THE ELECTION AND REFERENDUM IN WALES

Apart from the general election, other elections are creeping closer in Wales. There will be National Assembly elections in May 2011. Before that, there may be a referendum in the autumn on increasing the Assembly’s legislative powers so it can more easily introduce primary legislation in matters that are already devolved. 

Education is one such matter, with the exception of school teachers’ terms and conditions of service. That issue is not devolved and would not be affected by a referendum. 

This chimes with the NUT’s view: we have welcomed many of the developments in education in Wales but believe school teachers’ terms and conditions should remain centrally determined, covering both England and Wales. 

School inspections in England and Wales are different, however, and new Estyn inspection arrangements will be introduced from September 2010. Huw Thomas, NUT joint division secretary for Ynys Môn and head teacher of Ysgol Niwbwrch in Anglesey, took part in the first pilot for the new arrangements last autumn. It was generally positive, he reports, with a shorter inspection process concentrating on verifying the school’s self-evaluation procedures and conclusions. 

We look forward, too, to other changes in this area, especially the commitment to phase out privatised inspection teams and to spend less on inspections and more on disseminating the findings so as to share good practice across Wales and feed into WAG policies. 

The new inspection framework will work in tandem with the new School Effectiveness Framework, which will also roll out across Wales this September. The aim is to use scarce resources better. We agree with that – let’s see more money being spent in our schools. They do not receive enough. That is the downside of differences in Wales. 

The NUT has campaigned hard to improve funding levels in schools in Wales, which fall well below those in schools in England. The lobby of Assembly Members in December has had a result. The new Education Minister, Leighton Andrews, announced on 18 January that there would be a review of all education funding. He said recommendations for making savings and opportunities to move resources from bureaucracy to frontline services would be made by the end of March. 

New figures show that the funding gap increased in 2009, so we shall contribute to the review while continuing to campaign on this important issue. We encourage members to become involved – find out more from your local NUT 
division or association. 

Our campaigning over a year ago led to considerable additional funding being made available for the popular Foundation Phase, based on learning through play and first-hand experience for children aged three to seven. That is now developing well, as noted in the recent Estyn annual report.

We still have high levels of poverty in Wales. The most effective way to eradicate it is to give all our children the best education we can. They are getting an excellent start in the Foundation Phase, but we are less satisfied with what is happening for 14 to 19 year olds. The principles of the Learning Pathways are excellent: greater ease of access to a variety of courses to suit needs, talents and aspirations for young people of that age. That is laudable. 
Unfortunately, the practicalities have not been fully recognised. Despite being part of a Transformation Agenda, we fear there will be insufficient funding to ensure equitable access to courses. Equality does not come cheap – but at a time of shrinking resources it would be an expensive mistake not to pump every available penny into educating our children.
