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Presentation to the Joint Committee on Education 

1. Introduction  

May I thank the Committee and your Chairperson Ms Fiona O’Loughlin for the opportunity to make 

these remarks to you this afternoon and for the opportunity to engage in your deliberations on 

these two pieces of proposed legislation.  

As mentioned, I am the Secretary of the General Synod Board of Education of the Church of Ireland, 

which is the body within the structures of the Church of Ireland that has responsibility for the 

Churchs’ education policy.  

2. Observation on legislative context  

In considering my remarks to the Committee today, I took the opportunity to review the amount of 

legalisation that currently directly relates to the governance and operations of schools. I counted 

fifteen specifically relevant Acts of the Oireachtas. There are many more relevant pieces of 

legislation and varies tangentially related pieces of legislation that will touch on the management of 

schools. There are currently four further pieces of legislation currently before this committee. If you 

look at the website of the Department of Education and Skills you will see that there are six hundred 

and seventy five Circulars which are current or active in the education system. If I was to ask any of 

one thousand five hundred board of management members whether they thought we needed more 

legislation, I doubt they would give me a resounding yes! Obviously it is important that education 

governance and regulation is kept under review and that regulations reflect the reality of life in our 

schools and I commend the Committee for its on-going work in that regard. Nonetheless, we also 

think it is important that the any proposed new legislation passes the necessity test.  

3. Remarks on the General Scheme of an Education (Parent and Student Charter) Bill 2016  

Again I am grateful to the Committee for this opportunity to input into your deliberations. As I have 

often remarked before this Committee in the past, a significant part of my role involves liaising with 

both school principals and board of management chairpersons and especially in relation to instances 

where they are dealing with a parental complaint. While the vast majority of these complaints are 

resolved and good relationships restored, the reality of life is that this is not always the case. To 

date, school communities – parents, teachers and school boards of management – have relied on an 

agreed parental complaints procedure. As members will know, there is a provision under section 28 

of the Education Act 1998, for the Minister to prescribe procedures in this regard. No Minister has 

ever done so. However, this proposed bill, referred to as the “Parent and Student Charter” is 

addressing this issue through primary legislation. The Bill has some laudable principles outlined in it. 

It would be out view that schools are currently living out these principles and such a culture has long 

been adopted in schools. Indeed, some of the principles outlined are required by existing legislation. 

As members will know from their own work as our public representatives, people are sensitive to 
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language and perception. The language contained in this Bill seems to be binary in approach, rather 

than adopting a collegiate-partnership approach, which was the vision of the 1998 Education Act. I 

would absolutely accept the view that the creation of a culture of positive relationships based on 

good communications and healthy and on-going interactions within the school community can make 

a key difference in fostering a culture that prevents grievances arising in the first instance. This is to 

benefit of all involved and is a model that we, as a church, are most comfortable with.  We note that 

the Department of Education and Skills issued a Circular in 1991 on the relationship between parents 

and schools. We suggest that it is timely to revisit and revise that Circular as a practical and positive 

step towards re-articulating the understanding that we all share on this issue.  

It is clear to all of us involved in school management that the current parental complaints 

procedures need to be reviewed, especially in the light of more recent developments relating to 

teacher disciplinary processes. Yet, I would ask the committee to give close consideration to whether 

the detail of such a procedure should sit in primary legislation. The current procedure is an informal 

agreed procedure and it is the parental complaints procedure that is used in nearly 4,000 schools 

around this country. Clearly that situation is untenable and the procedures need to be underpinned 

by legislation. The Minister and this Committee are right to be moving matters in that direction. The 

procedure itself needs to have the ability to adapt to further developments. We suggest to the 

Committee that for practical purposes, the revised parental complaints procedure should be agreed 

nationally but have its grounding in primary legislation.  

4. Remarks on the Education (Amendment ) Bill 2015  

Members of the Committee will be aware that education matters are currently under the remit of 

both the office of the Ombudsman and also the Office of the Ombudsman for Children. I return to 

my necessity test. There are currently two offices with a remit in this area. In relation to the scope of 

those remits, the latter office can review the procedure of matter determined by a school Board of 

Management, but not the decision itself. This is as it should be. The Board of Management is the 

corporate body charged with the responsibility of managing the school. The Board is not an entity of 

the State. Rather, it is a voluntary body appointed by the patron of the school albeit subject to the 

rules and regulations of the State and the law. The other piece of legislation under consideration 

here today looks to address the relationship between the school and parents and indeed is seeking 

to amend the remit of the Ombudsman for Children.  We suggest to the Committee that this is a 

case of “sufficient unto the day is the worry thereof” (Matt 6:34) and that to give credence to the 

concept, the necessity of creating a new Ombudsman for education is matter that needs to be 

revisited when the various proposals made by the various national bodies to the Committee 

regarding the handling of parental complaints have been fully considered, obviously that is a matter 

for you as a Committee. However, we are of the view that while there will always be difficult cases 

and those unsatisfied with the decisions of Boards of Management, the establishment of a new 

Ombudsman’s office for education is unnecessary.  

5. Conclusion  

It is, in our view, important for us to state that we view our schools as communities. They are not 

simply service providers to clients. The life of a school community is an enterprise in partnership. It 

should not be characterised as a conceptually one-dimensional interaction. Schools are communities 

within communities. The concept and language of a “charter” is based in the corporate world and is 
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only a step away from a “service level agreement”. We question whether this is a positive 

development in terms of public policy and the common good. As a society, we seemed to have 

moved away from the concept of the school acting “in loco parentis”. This needs to be reflected on. 

Our schools seek to develop and nurture the whole person in a collaborative way. Why is this bill 

being called the parent and student charter? Why can it not be “A charter for Our School”?  

The INTO have made the point that teachers are not recognised in the conceptualising of this Bill. 

We agree with the INTO on that. Teachers should be included. So too should everybody involved in 

the life of the school: students, parents, teachers, sna’s, administrative and caretaking staff, local 

clergy and other volunteers. School life is a collaborative life with the child at its centre. We suggest 

to the Committee, that, while we welcome the intention of the bill, a piece of legislation from this 

Oireachtas that focuses on only two elements of those involved in school life, does not send either 

an affirming or supportive signal to school communities in their entirety.   

I again thank the Committee for the opportunity to engage with you this afternoon.  

 

Submitted by:  

Dr Ken Fennelly 
Secretary, General Synod Board of Education (RI) 
 


