School exchange visits – some better news

Since the publication of my article in the last newsletter, ISMLA has been working with the Independent Schools’ Council (ISC) to explain to the Independent Safeguarding Authority and the DCSF how the proposed new safeguarding laws would threaten the future of the foreign language exchange. I attended a meeting at the DCSF in November, where the independent sector was able to express frankly its concerns about the disproportionate nature of the proposals. This meeting has ultimately led to revision to the wording of the safeguarding legislation, which will enable independent schools to maintain their current arrangements without the need to engage in cumbersome bureaucracy by submitting parents to CRB-checks or ISA-registration.

(It should be said that the comments below are valid for trips of fewer than 28 days. Any longer exchange visit would require host families to undergo an enhanced CRB check and ISA registration.)

CRB checks

Paragraph 4.56 of the Safeguarding Children and Safer Recruitment in Education (SCSRE) guidance (2008) states that “head teachers and principals should consider obtaining enhanced CRB disclosures where the volunteering is regular or involves contact with children”. However, it should be noted that the key word here is “consider”. The ISC has been reassured (by Penny Jones, the Deputy Director of Independent Education and School Governance at the DCSF) that, if a parent is known to the school community, one might reasonably not require a CRB check for him/her. Head teachers therefore have discretion over the requirement to submit parents to CRB checks, and can decide that they are not needed if other checks and arrangements are in place. If exchange organisers are explaining hosting expectations clearly to parents, finding out (from pastoral staff) about their host parents, and ensuring that pupils can easily and quickly contact their teachers if they feel unsafe, the head teacher should not deem a CRB check necessary.

A letter to this effect has been sent by Penny Jones to the Independent Schools Inspectorate (ISI). I will be happy to pass on relevant documentation to any ISMLA member who might require it as evidence in front of senior colleagues. My contact details can be found at the front of the newsletter.

ISA registration

You may recall that there was considerable press furore in September following publication of the proposed safeguarding legislation. The suggestion that any volunteer visiting a school even once would have to be registered with the Independent Safeguarding Authority (ISA) caused a great deal of disbelief and anger. As a consequence, Ed Balls asked Sir Roger Singleton, the Chief Advisor on the Safety of Children, to review whether “the Government had drawn the line in the right place in relation to the requirement to ISA register“. Sir Roger’s report was published on 14th December and its seventh recommendation reads:

“Exchange visits lasting less than 28 days, where overseas parents accept the responsibility for the selection of the host family, will be regarded as private arrangements and will not require registration.”

Again, it is the wording that needs interpretation. Sir Roger consulted the Independent Schools’ Council prior to publication of his report to ascertain the extent to which parents could have the final say about the choice of host family. ISMLA contributed the following points to the ISC response:

· Pupils are paired months in advance following e-mail and telephone contact between organising teachers.

· Pupils and parents are encouraged to make contact (usually via e-mail) to assure themselves of the hosting arrangements.

· During the exchange accompanying teachers and their pupils have each other’s contact details at all times.

· Pupils meet their teachers daily (except weekends) when they attend the host pupils’ school or go on organised visits or trips.

· In reciprocal visits, ‘Child A’ stays in the home of ‘Child B’ and vice-versa on the return visit.
· Parents can ultimately insist that hosting arrangements are changed. (I discussed this with a number of colleagues, all of whom had been in the situation where a parent was unhappy with our pairing of pupils. In some circumstances, a partner swap had been achieved; in others, the parent had withdrawn the pupil from the exchange. Although this course of action leaves the exchange organiser with a headache, the possibility of withdrawal can be considered something that safeguards a pupil.)
Having read the whole of Sir Roger’s report, it is clear that he had some misgivings about removing the requirement to ISA register host families, and schools may therefore still consider this measure, especially if they don’t follow the typical arrangements highlighted above. However, he accepted that there are no known instances of a child having been abused in a host family on a school exchange and that the alternative of pupils staying in hostel accommodation was considered to carry greater risk (e.g. the Caroline Dickinson case) and less linguistic benefit. I must also stress that this is currently a recommendation to the DCSF, and that the Secretary of State will have to decide whether or not it is to be accepted.

My conclusion is therefore, that neither CRB checks nor ISA registration for parent hosts will be required, as long as schools continue to take measures to ensure the safety of pupils on both legs of the exchange. I would be delighted to hear about examples of ‘good practice’ to add to the skeleton list above, which ultimately could be circulated around ISMLA members.

I hope that the detail in this article will give Modern Languages teachers the ‘ammunition’ required to argue that existing exchange safeguarding arrangements are sufficient. I will be happy, however, to forward documentation to ISMLA members as required. I would like to give my sincere thanks to Sarah McKimm, Education Counsel at the ISC, without whose determination and contacts progress would not have been made.
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