Key points from meeting between Peter Peacock, Minister for Education and Young People, and fourteen ACOSVO members, at the Scottish Parliament on 31st January 2006. 

Also present, Jim Stephen from the Children and Families Division of the Scottish Executive Education Department. Jim.stephen@scotland.gsi.gov.uk Tel: 0131 244 0977.

Peter Peacock gave the following information and responses to points raised by those present: 

1. As well as education, his Ministerial responsibilities include sole responsibility for the Social Work Inspectorate, for children’s hearings and for Gaelic. 

2. Major reforms to the Scottish school curriculum lie ahead, the aim being to ‘declutter guidance’. 

3. Economic imperatives to reforming education; with less young people and more old, and with rapid globalisation/increased competition there are sound economic imperatives  to ensuring that ALL young people obtain a good education so that they can contribute effectively as adults.

4. The new Curriculum for Excellence has four objectives: to enable all children to develop their capacities as successful learners, confident individuals, responsible citizens and effective contributors to society. More information at: http://www.scotland.gov.uk/library5/education/cerv-00.asp 
5. Today the Minister published new figures showing significant rises in school exclusions. This has been deliberate reversal of previous policy and enables schools to take local decisions about exclusions, to ensure the majority of pupils can be educated without disruption by the few.  See: http://www.scotland.gov.uk/News/Releases/2006/01/31104930 

6. Gap between the poorest and best performing schools has grown. There is a role for the voluntary sector in helping the poorest performing schools which typically have a higher percentage of looked after children and other vulnerable groups. 

7. The 21st Century Social Work Review report will be published in ten days. 

8. Legislation will go before this Parliament in relation to children’s hearings and ensuring earlier intervention. 

9. Legislation (mainly technical) will also go before Parliament in relation to adoption and fostering procedures. 

10. Schools Bill will seek to make school boards more flexible and to introduce a new statutory duty to involve parents in their child’s education. 

11. The Minister expressed his desire to strengthen the early years sector. The ‘Early Years in Childcare’ report is still in draft because he is striving to ensure it  establishes a joined up approach across different policies/departments. No publication date yet. 

12. Young people in the NEET (not in education, employment or training) category are a major pre-occupation. He referred members to Melanie Weldon in the Enterprise and Lifelong Learning Department, whose responsibilities include NEET strategy. Contact at: melanie.weldon@scotland.gsi.gov.uk
13. Schools may be unaware that a pupil is a looked after child or a young carer. The Minister is currently chairing a working group on looked after children in the schools context. He is keen for schools to have a more outward looking approach to finding solutions for their more vulnerable pupils. 

14. The voluntary sector is frequently ahead of government in its knowledge of and understanding of problems in relation to children and young people and in terms of providing solutions. The Minister referred to a network of charities including Barnados and NCH that are working together in relation to co-ordinating approaches to disaffected children and young people.

15. The Minister recommended that voluntary organisations interested  in Integrated Community Schools should contact Ruth Campbell in the Scottish Executive Education Department. Ruth.Campbell2@scotland.gsi.gov.uk  .  He said his officials are now pro-active at looking for solutions/approaches to problems outside of the normal channels, so approaches from the voluntary sector are welcome. He cited some examples of school initiatives  involving parents more in the school and classroom and of teachers going into children’s homes. 

16. The Minister said that government is always under public pressure to take more children into care but that this is usually the worst possible step for the child. He is interested in developing more flexible approaches that build new supportive and permanent networks (‘safe havens’) for vulnerable children, e.g. respite fosterers and/or a new intermediate form of care halfway between fostering and adoption. He was clearly very exercised by the distress caused to looked after children when repeatedly  moved between different carers/homes. 

17. Substance abusing parents; the Minister asked members to share with him any insights they might have into this ‘very difficult area’. Jim Stephen referred to ‘Getting it Right for Every Child’ and the impact that better information sharing between service providers should have in relation to children in this position. 

18. The arts: the Minister acknowledged that involving children and young people I the arts could be very powerful and could help prevent bad behaviour/counter sectarianism etc. He conceded that more co-herence was probably needed regarding the mushrooming of different ‘co-ordinators’ in schools – active schools co-ordinators, culture co-ordinators etc. 

19. The Minister referred to a proposed Bill on child protection to tighten up current legislation further (eg multiple disclosure checks on staff working in different settings / agencies).

20. The status of the Voluntary Issues Unit now that it is subsumed within the Social Inclusion Unit. The Minister had no comments, but subsequent to the meeting Jim Stephen contacted ACOSVO to say: “the Divisions in the Executive which deal with voluntary issues and social inclusion have been merged and the new Head of Division is Mike Palmer. The VIU’s functions will continue as before within the merged Division and there won’t be any diminution of priority or effort in terms of our work with the voluntary sector.”
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