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Response to call for evidence from the Children's Commissioner's School Exclusion Inquiry from the DFE Gypsy, Roma and Traveller Education Stakeholder Group
Which factors do you consider influence schools’ decisions to exclude? 

· Schools often don’t recognise the racist abuse and bullying that many of our children experience; telling a member of staff is rarely effective and can make the abuse worse.  It is unhelpful that schools are not required by law to record and report cases of racist bullying.

· Schools regard physical violence as more serious than verbal abuse but our children have to put up with abuse, day in, day out. If they snap once, it is they who get excluded. 

· Gypsy, Roma and Traveller children sometimes get excluded because they endanger other children and staff, but we feel our children are often the ones at risk in school.

· The general acceptance of racist terms like “pikey” and phrases such as “Big fat Gypsy” mean abuse of Gypsy, Roma and Traveller pupils is not treated as racist by many schools. For example, a housed Irish Traveller was excluded for kicking a door, when another pupil slammed it in his face with the words “Get back to Dale Farm, pikey.”

· Sometimes teachers are racist and some teachers have it in for Gypsies, Roma and Travellers. They think the way our children talk is disrespectful but they don’t realise they talk down to us.

· Sometimes our children behave badly in school because they are bored by the work they do or they find it too difficult. They want to learn things that will be useful to them when they grow up, like vocational skills and qualifications. 

· In some cases, pupils are effectively excluded before they even start school. Roma pupils, who often lack paperwork, can be subjected to age verification tests that take time and no alternative provision is provided in the meantime.
To what extent do you believe the threshold for exclusions is different between schools in your area, or in your experience? 

Some schools work hard to keep children in school, but others can’t wait for an excuse to get rid of us. Sometimes schools encourage us to keep our children at home till the end of term or suggest, “Perhaps this is not the right school for your child.”

Do you believe there are reasons for any such differences? 

Some schools focus on achievement and don’t mind getting rid of pupils who might not do so well. Other schools try to make education work for everyone; they are often more flexible and welcoming.

What influence – positive, or negative – do the interventions of other public services, and agencies including voluntary bodies, have on schools’ decisions? 

In the past, Traveller Education Support Services worked hard to keep our children from being excluded, trying to keep parents and schools talking to each other, persuading them to give it another chance. Sometimes the TESS teachers have known our children since they were young, and they can talk to them in a way school teachers can’t. In some areas there are voluntary organisations who try to build respect and understanding between different communities, such as through contributions to Gypsy, Roma and Traveller History Month. Unfortunately, both TESSs and voluntary organisations are suffering from financial cutbacks.
To what extent is the system of appeals against exclusions fit for purpose? 

Most Gypsy, Roma and Traveller parents don’t appeal against exclusion. Many feel that once a school wants your child out, there isn’t much point forcing them to take them back. This is dangerous as it allows the problems in some schools to continue and it is the child that suffers. 
What would improve this system?

There is still a lot of ignorance among teachers about the racist bullying suffered by Gypsy, Roma and Traveller pupils. They need to understand that if they don’t deal with it, our children will have to look after themselves and each other. It should be the school’s problem but it becomes ours, when our children get blamed and excluded. There needs to be leadership from the top, with clear policies and examples making it clear to everyone - teachers, pupils and parents - that racism against Gypsies, Roma and Travellers is illegal and won’t be tolerated.

Most schools where Gypsies, Roma and Travellers feel welcome have at least one staff member who looks out for the children. If there’s a problem they know who to tell, and if the parents are unhappy they can contact this person. This can stop situations becoming too serious to sort out.

GRT parents are often unaware that they can appeal against an exclusion or they fail to fully understand the appeals process and miss key deadlines.  Schools should be required to make parents aware of the appeals process and make sure they understand it.  Gypsy, Roma and Traveller parents may need additional support during the appeals process due to capability issues (i.e. literacy/language skills). 

What do you consider is the likely impact of planned changes to the exclusions system? 

We think it’s a good idea to make schools pay for alternative provision if they exclude pupils. On the other hand they may think if they’re paying for it they’re not doing anything wrong. We need independent appeals panels because schools are not objective; they see things from their own perspective.

What do you consider has been, and currently is, the impact of legislation, government policy and regulation on school exclusions?

The last Government tried to improve things for Gypsy, Roma and Traveller pupils by introducing ethnic monitoring, Gypsy, Roma and Traveller History month and the Gypsy, Roma and Traveller achievement programme. Policies like Every Child Matters which recognised that education depends on health, well-being and enjoyment and some of the National Strategies improved our children’s experiences in school. They created a climate where schools were encouraged to make education work for all children.

We agree with the present government that teaching and learning and discipline are important, but that includes teaching that includes and interests pupils, and discipline that protects them from abuse and attacks. If their behaviour is not perfect they need to have the chance to learn how to behave properly rather than the school having zero tolerance of poor behaviour. If they have missed out on learning, the school should help them catch up. It is important that Gypsy, Roma and Traveller History Month continues to challenge ignorance and build respect.

The Equality Act should give parents the right of action if their child is believed to have been discriminated against in the exclusions process. However, changes to legal aid arrangements may prevent parents from taking action in the future.

To what extent do you believe schools’ decisions to exclude are influenced – positively, or negatively – by the support available from local authorities, Academy sponsors and other bodies, in managing exclusions? 

Schools come under pressure from local authorities, Ofsted and the DFE to raise standards; an easy way to do this is to get rid of pupils who they don’t expect to do well and who are seen as likely to disrupt the learning of others. However, where authorities have good behaviour support and/or TESSs, they can reduce exclusions. 

How effective do you consider provision aimed at preventing permanent exclusions is, particularly where any such provision is actively targeted at groups most likely to be excluded? 

A balance needs to be struck between understanding that GRT pupils may have particular issues that make them more likely to be excluded and treating them as a separate and ‘difficult’ group. Targeting provision at specific ethnic groups is dangerous; partly because it suggests that everyone in the group might be in danger of being excluded, but also because it assumes that no one outside the group would benefit from the targeted provision. Gypsies, Roma and Travellers want relevant education to the lives they expect to lead as adults, but many other students want the same; and some Gypsies, Roma and Travellers are happy to follow a more academic curriculum and they should not be denied that opportunity. Exclusion represents a failure by the school as well as the pupil; focusing on the group diverts attention from the part played by the school.

An alternative and more logical approach would be for schools to provide support to pupils who are at risk of exclusion, rather than targeting all those from a particular ethnic group. 
What in your opinion are the key reasons why some children are more likely than others in their peer groups to be excluded? 

· Schools don’t protect our children from racist abuse and bullying. We bring our children up to look after themselves and their families. We also treat our young people as adults and they talk to other adults in a direct and equal way.  Some teachers think this is disrespectful but don’t understand that the way they talk down to us is also offensive.

· Sometimes our children are treated as members of a group, not as individuals. Decisions about exclusion are sometimes taken to influence the behaviour of the group rather than to achieve the best outcome for the child. Sometimes only pupils who conform to the negative stereotype are included in the group; children who attend regularly and work hard are “not really Travellers.”

· Our children are frequently bored by what they are expected to learn in school and/or how it is taught. Sometimes they are not taught the things they need to learn and are taught things they don’t find relevant. 

· Exclusion is a school’s final threat for those who won’t conform. But we are from communities who don’t conform and have spent most of our history being excluded and worse. Threats don’t make us want to cooperate, they makes us feel resentful. Good schools don’t make threats, they have conversations with us.

· Schools often do not communicate with parents in the right way and some may resort to exclusion in an attempt to force GRT parents to engage with their children’s education.

How in your view should the inequalities seen in the figures for exclusions be addressed? 

Racist bullying needs to be stamped out. Schools which have achieved this should provide training for those who haven’t. All school staff need regular equalities training, with explicit references to Gypsies, Roma and Travellers. This should apply in schools without identified Gypsy, Roma and Traveller pupils. A senior member of staff should have responsibility for monitoring practice and liaising with parents. Local authority staff also need training so the policies they advocate do not discriminate against Gypsy, Roma and Traveller pupils.

We are concerned about how exclusions are handled and monitored in Academies and Free Schools.  To ensure transparency and fairness, rates of exclusion should be carefully monitored in these schools and broken down by pupil characteristics. The Children’s Commissioner’s report should include specific recommendations on the monitoring of exclusions by Academies and Free Schools.

What impact have schools’ existing Equality Duties had on the exclusions system? 

We are afraid that so many issues are included in the Equalities Act that racism can be seen as quite minor. But we experience “the last acceptable form of racism” which has not been effectively tackled by schools under the Race Relations Acts. If schools don’t understand that we’re the victims of racism they aren’t going to understand how we respond to it.  
Do you understand the imminent Equality Duty under the 2010 Equality Act? If so, do you consider schools have been made sufficiently ready to implement the Duty? 

We understand that schools have a duty to promote equality and prevent discrimination. We are not in a position to judge whether schools are prepared. We hope that the new OFSTED framework will allows inspectors to pick up those schools who are not implementing the Act. 

What more could be done to ensure schools are ready to implement this Duty? 

Training of all staff is key, around all the Equality Duties, particularly those relating to Gypsies, Roma and Travellers because there is still widespread ignorance and misunderstanding of what our children experience in school.

Note: It is important that the DfE’s new guidance on exclusions should benefit from the findings of the Children’s Commissioner’s Inquiry.  The Children’s Commissioner should ask the Secretary of State to coordinate the timing of the guidance to ensure that this can happen. 
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