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_ The ideal school. the British Associa-
tion were informed last week, would
conta:n more than 50 per cent of
middle class children because lnner
London Education Authority research
chiefs suy all children do better 1wmn
schools witn a high middle-class con-
centration and worse in a high work-
ing class composttion. Which may be
fascinating to the British Association
but s extremely irrelevant, not to say
irmtating, to anyoae like me who
actually has children at schools that
fall far short of this 1deal and will con-
tinue to fall {far short for a long time
to come sinice there are not enough
middleclass childrea to go round—
only somethung hke 3 per cent of the
nation carn over £2.000 a year.

The many parents who believe, as I
do. that one of the most vital clements
to their country’s health s a firstclass
State School avstem may well feel a
duty to send their children to State
schools, even if they eould atford to do
otherwise. Like private medwcine, pri-
vate schoois represent  freedom  of
choice only to those who have always
had freedom of chorce—the atfluent—
and the:r continuing existence poses
continuiny hazards to that State sys-
tem In three wavs: (a) the creaming
off of tup teachinz talents, (b) the
corrathinz of those muddle-class children
considered <o mmportant by State educa-
tion authorities and (¢) the weanmng
away of mfluential nterest from State
schools,

The man who sends hic son to Eton
will, simply because he s human, find
it more difficult to remain exercised
about the weaknesses of State school-
g than if his own child were a
hostagce to that system. [ cannot
honestly believe, for instance, that Mrs
Marzaret Thatcher would mplement
the polictes she does of her own child-
ren had been at State schools—the
lady suffers. as would we all, from a
lack of immedtate personal experience
as well as of magimation or, 1if you
hke. heart

Nor is 1t 3 solutlon, In my book, to
do what some muddle class parents do,
rush about sdhng and buying houses
until such tinie as they find a State
school with the “right” pupil com-
posttion, the best available teachers
and the most streamhined of modern
facilities.  This way. they use thewr
money to their children’s advantage—
and other children’s diadiyantage—in
exactly the same way as the man with
a son at Eton.

Yet there 1s no doubt that parents
who act on their princeiples have many
difficulties to fuce, difficultics not only
in the quite probably lower educational
standards but in what one might loosely
call the quality of fe, an aspect not
often discussed from a general fear. [
think, of beinz labelled 1 snob or,
worse. concerned only with trivialities
when other parent. must cope with the
mare concrete worries of bad housing
and poverty.

One of the most common problems
{s the accusation levelled by friends
and relatives of putting principles above
the welfare of one’s children. I have,
at one tume or another, been roundly
attacked by evervone from municab
drivers making sacrifices to send their
kids to private schools to cloge friends
who themselves had what they now
consider a rotten State education. The
accusations fall into two categories:
first, that 1t 1s every parent’'s duty to

‘There is no doubt that parents who act on their
principles may have difficulties to face, difficulties not
only in the quite probably low educational standards
but in what one might loosely call the quality of life.’

do everything he can for his own child
and if this includes private schooling,
all well and good. But does parental
duty include the right to do something
for your child that directly undermines
other children ? Secondly — and most
pernmicious — comes the jesuitry that
the better a child can be educated. the
more likely he 1s to attamn intluence 1n
Iater Iife and be an a position to imple-
ment his parents’ pomaeiples, This s
the sort of ~ophisticated argument the
snake must have handed Eve, so tempt.
ing i ats burden of the »nd justifying
the means. Yet whe can guarantee
that an ¢hitict educatton will produce
anvthing other than ehte ™

The <econd and most practical worry
arising out of Stage schooling s the
simple one of safety. To make a
broad generalisation, middle income
mothers tend to have nore time or
opportumty to watch over their child-
ren, and even if such mothers work they
are able to employ au pairs hired
specifically to look after the child.
Less affluent mothers may or may not
work : tf they don’t, they often have
more children 1n more restricted crr-
cumstances ;. 1if they do, their school-
age children must look after themselves
until mother returns home.

This means that the primary school
working class child tends to be, by
necessity, very much more independent
than the middle class child and also to
run more risk of acceidents, He may
o to school by himsdaf, often crossing
busy main roads, when the middle class
child 1s still bemg escorted and col-
lected (much to his annoyance) by an
adult. After school he may be used
to coping on his own, finding his way
from one friend's house to another,
buying his own tea, making his own
amusements. The middle class chitd
will be brought home and expected to
stay at home or in the garden, his
post-school activities supervised in one
way or another.

In practice, these modi vivendi clash.

My son asks to go to a friend’s house
after school. 1 do not want to shame
him in front of that friend by showiag
anxiety about the roads he must cross.
Nor am 1 able to do the usual middle
dass thing of tinding out where the
child Lives and telephonming has mother.
For one thing, she 1s not often on the
telephone, for another the whole busi-
ness of schogl parent socualising is not
a famibar one to a working class
woman and, 1f I do meet or telephone
her, she may well come to regard my
child’s visits as too much of a responsi-
bility because, by my ngquiries, 1 have
turned a casual encaunter yito a rather
more formal oceasion,

Since the worst thing, T suppose, that
one can do to one’s child 1s to mahe
him feel = duferent,” 1 am forced to
take risks with his safety that would
not be required of me 1if he attended
a school where most of the parents
could afford to wdulge 1n my stan-
dards of safety. The most 1 can,
practuice, hope to do 1s winkle out his
friend’s address and train him, heart
in mouth, to cross bigger, busier roads
than, given the choiee, 1 would con-
sider wise. The penalty for failure 1s
an unhappy child who complans that
he s cotton woolled 1 an unforginvable
way.

Even the question of what children
don their time off s full of pitfalls,
Most experts auzree that the working
class parent tends to exercise authority
without explanation — don’t chhmb up
that wall because T say so—where
the muddle class parent 1s more hkely
to add " because you may fall and hurt
vourself ” and any other blood-curdhing
details deemed necessary,  So vou arm
yvour child with caution, yet that very
caution comes to look like cowardice
when he 1s confronted with mates who
perform feats if derring do he knows
very well would give his own parents
heart falure.

Later, when a child ts somewhere
around 14, other complexities
rear their heads. All children need

to rebel against * authority,” if only to
know where they themselves stand., At
a headmasters meeting some time ago,
the Head of Charterhouse School come
mented on the desire of many of tus
boys to be taken for Secondary Mods
duning the hohidays—a form of rebel-
hon agamst parental standards  that
involved, he sad, " a classless appear-
ance, long har, an adjustment  of
clothes and gumitars,” plus an effort
to speak moa less noticeable aceent,
Now, whatever a parent may tunk
about his cuddenly long-haired, happie-
clad, guntardwanging offspring, how-
ever much he micht hike ham to bhe
short-haired, suited and prano-playving,
he cannot fear that this sort of rebel-
hon endangers his son 1 any physical
way, nor 1s 1t hkely to bring lam to
the attention of the law. In other
words, middle-class chitdren have the
scope to redel either intellectually or
in appearance.

On the other hand, the working-
class child is forced (particularly, [
think, 1if bhe is antelligent) to rebel
by way of physical acts or hy pitting
hunself agamst authonity ™ in  the
shape of the law—about 30,000 of the
Juven®es found gty in 1968 were
under the age of 14, His rebelhon thus
mvolves all manner of petty crune
from shop-hfting and munor theft to
vandalism  and  house-breaking,  The
problem here s not so much the deed
as the repercussions. Inorder to estiab-
Iish his manhood or identity, this boy
may tind hiself committed to Borstal
for a year, a rather more disastrous
pemlty than the middle-class burden
of constant parental rows. The son of
a friend of mine, friendly with a group
of working class boys 1in s State
school, only just escaped joining with
them  in a  relatively hght-hearted
adventure that ended, apathngly, in
indietment for murder and long Borstal
senteaces. If he had been sequestered
in a4 cosy publie school, the most he
nnaht have managed was to run away
or smoke pot, neither of which activi-

ties 1s Lihely to leave hifetime sears
There are other worries built an to

the State <chool svstewr, ton, thouch
by compatiaion less important One of
these s the question o aceent, and
here, of course, the howls of “snob ™
are most camly camed  But the sort
of parent who sends s elnkdren to
State schools s not a snob--he does
not object to the tact that s dnld's
aceent changes, only that it hecomes
mereasingly sloppy and umanammatical.

In theory, at least, a duld should
be able to manage with one acoent
at school and another at home, thoush
1 don’t personally know of any cinbdren
who have yet sueeceeded o thae 1
should feel happier at 1 oconld beheve
that what will finally emerae trom thas
accent  meltinzpot wonld - be g
genmundy classless aceent, but af people
st on callime aceents hle David
Frost's classless,” then he future s
bleak., My own standards are purely
acsthetic; b find 2 1 cochney or
nasal Liverpool appealin: bt not dear
enough and the upper nnddle class
draw]l as nerve-rachme as chalk on
state. The ideal, surely, v to cquup
one's child with an mstantly compre-
hensie way of talking that does not
sinal his background or locality, so
that he arouses as little mundless pre-
judice in later life as possible There
seems Little point o eschurane n
school  an irmtating drawt tor an
irmtating plottal.

One of the side effects of a schools
formed accent 1< the problems the
child himself may face from hiy rela-
tives and privately educated triends,
My own mother s quite obviously dis-
tressed by my son's aceent and teels 1t
her duty to correct him farly fre-
quently,

The fact Is that the child will
suffer for his parents’ prineiples, grow-
ing up as he does between two stan-
dards rather than having a riad frame
of reference as be would if he were
alwavs witlin a middle class environ-
ment.
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Lately, 1 have also found mrysel
wishing that State achoole provided
uniforms—a thought I never thought to
think after having spent what see
a hifetime myself in dreary navy blue.
My son, vearning to be one of the
bays, wants to look hke a mini-Hell's
Angel and deplores his own rather less
militant gear. He will no longer wear
his Donald Duck T-shirt, his short pants,
or his sandals on the grounds that the
other boys call him a baby. All he
wants in lhife are bovver and
brass-studded jackets. When I see him
in his favoured clobber, standing beside
his  Syearold  privately  educated
cousin (short grey trousers, shirt, tie,
\-necked navy sweater, short hair)
blood no longer tells.

Then there 1s the business of what
children learn at home and at school,
particularly  any information that
touches on sex. In common with many
middle-class mothers, 1 have answered
all my son's questions about the facts
of fite as soon as asked and, by the
aze of 4. he knew most of the
nuts and bolts of 1it. Then he began
soing to school and shortly afterwards
mformed me that what 1 had told him
of the way bables were born was
popprcock and balderdash. *It's not
lihe that,” he said, *“you get them
behind bushes,” and he eved me re-
proachfully, saddened by the burden
of a mother who refused to tell the
truth.

A year later he is still convinced that
we have a very odd idea indeed of pro-
creation, since his friends laugh at him
cor hits * rude  theories Indeed, “rude”
i~ another «chool word. Emerging from
home without a trace of shame at his
awn or aur nudity, he now giggles wath
purple-faced  embarrassment  at  the
sivht of another child, nude, and any
stranzer witnessing s wild shrieks at
the word * bum ™ would conjure up a
fearsome pielure of repressed, tight-
Lipped parents.

And “ten, of course, fhere is the
other «<ide of my coin—the whole
divisive orea of homes, hohidays, pos-
sesstons and  presents. How does a
wothie chass mum, with three kids in
Aosmal! flat, feel about her children
attendime the “adeal ” 50 per cent
mud e cLiss school” Don't her children
notice the ditference when they visit
homes, will they not complain of the
toxs they lack, the hieyele they haven't
pot, the holudays at hame and abroad
they don't have, the Christmas presents
onthned o post-Christmas  Ynglish
essays  There 1< a real danger here
that the middle ddass child will throw
hiv wentht aeoar, boasting of ‘“‘my
cottace,” o mv hoat” even ¥ my bath.
toom,” beconing overconfident in his
compdatatae worldliness, degenerating
mto g thotousheomne brat God knows,
Al Qutdree nhaast, but when the back-
srottids are more or less simtlar the
Ounosition 1s not hard put to it to
come up with rival claims,

Obviousty, these problems will not
disappear overmght, aired or unaired.
Sometimes 1 even wonder if they are
teal problems or all in the nun Do
State school children actually gain by
they enforeed ndependence and tough-
ness, a new form of survival of the
fittest ' And anvway the alternative,
private  «choohing, throws up many
more spectres to my nund, atheft less
mmediately threatening  State schools,
for all their current faults, represent
the only real tuture for all our chil-
dren but, in the meantime, in between
time, do we have fun”



