Final report on LA schools commissioning Pathfinder project 07-08
This final report is in five sections:

· Section 1 sets out a summary of the project, and background information.  
· Section 2 sets out how the authority achieved its aims, i.e. the step by step process, and what it learned. 
· Section 3 sets out the outcomes and benefits of the project. 
· Section 4 sets out how the authority wants to develop as a strategic commissioner. 
Name of authority: Shropshire County Council
SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION

1a Contact details: 
	Norrie Porter (norrie.porter@shropshire.gov.uk) 01743 254316 (Head of Premises and Planning - Project Manager)
Ian Budd (ian.budd@shropshire.gov.uk) 01743 254312 (Assistant Director - Project Executive)

John Baxter (john.baxter@shropshire.gov.uk) 01743 254436 (School Places Manager - Project Officer)


1b Summary of project: 
	The Shropshire Primary Schools for the Future Project was based on a proposed major reorganisation of primary schools in the County.  The project began with a review of the Vision and Organisation Policy for Primary Schools and it was anticipated that the implementation of the new policy would result in a number of changes to the organisation of primary schools, with resultant opportunities to review schools commissioning options.

In the event, the timescale of aspects of the reorganisation programme has changed due to national and local political developments, compared to that anticipated in the project proposal.  However, a great deal of material has already been collected, a number of valuable lessons have been learned and the project will continue to gather information, including case studies, and make this available to other Local Authorities.
The stages of the project so far have been:

September to December 2007 – Stage 1: Review of primary school vision and organisation policy 

January to February 2008 – Stage 2: Implementation Phase 1 consisting of analysis and identification of formative proposals for consultation

March to May 2008 – Stage 3: Implementation Phase 2 consisting of formative consultation with school communities

Future phases are intended to be:
May to July 2008 – Stage 4: Implementation Phase 3 consisting of publication of statutory notices and consultation
September 2008 to July 2009 – Stage 5: Planning for agreed changes

September 2009 – Changes made.

The main discussion of models of commissioning is taking place as this report is being written, during the formative stage of consultation on school organisation changes.  Models being discussed include Federation, and a number of variations on foundation status including religious and parent body foundations sponsoring schools.


1c Authority profile: 
	Shropshire is a County with 141 primary schools and 22 secondary schools.  Pupil numbers have been declining in the primary sector with 3,500 unfilled places (15%) due to become over 5,000 (21%) by 2012.  
Standards of attainment are high.  There is only one school currently in special measures, although a number of schools are judged by the Advice and Inspection service not to be reaching their full potential.  
Overall levels of deprivation are relatively low (8% FSM), although there are some geographically small pockets of significant poverty, and there is an issue of rural isolation.
The authority is mainly rural in character.  Population density is low, and the population is spread across the county so that there are only five settlements with more than 10,000 residents and as a result the County has a high number of small (<100) and very small (<50) schools.  The numbers of small and very small schools are 56 and 16 respectively rising to 64 and 19 by 2012.  A number of these small schools, and some slightly larger ones, have to be subsidised well above the average cost per pupil to enable them to employ sufficient staffing to operate.  Most schools in the County have been reasonably well maintained.  However, maintaining a large number of schools has meant that only a limited degree of modernisation has taken place and many schools have no KS2 PE hall (and a number have no hall at all), several have no separate head teacher’s office or PPA space and until recently a number had no separate administrative office of any kind.
A high proportion of schools have a Church of England religious character, and this is even more marked in the rural areas.  The Local Authority has generally good relations with the Dioceses serving the area.
There has been one school closure and one infant/junior amalgamation in the last three years, both these proposals have been successfully implemented and successful in operation.  There have been other successful amalgamations of school in the past 15 years.



1d Why the authority undertook this project
	As overall pupil numbers decline the amount of funding through the Dedicated Schools Grant will reduce in proportion.  However, the sums required to subsidise small schools will almost certainly increase, and in addition the minimum funding guarantee will also require additional resources as pupil numbers reduce.  Recent modelling has shown that the shortfall between the funding received through DSG and the amount which the formula dictates should be allocated in the period 2008/9 to 2010/11 will be £3.6m.
Although small schools are financially protected, the existing school organisation policy did nothing to protect access to schooling for pupils in rural areas: if a rural school was forecast to drop below 20, the Council’s policy was to review it with a view to closure, regardless of the effect on home to school travel distances.  The existing policy also operated against most infant/junior amalgamations, making it more difficult rather than easier to bring schools together into primary schools.
Finally, the Education and Inspections Act 2006 also created opportunities to look at alternative models of schools organisation which might make some schools more viable in the longer term.

In light of these factors, Shropshire County Council decided to review its school organisation policy.
The development of the political will to undertake the review effectively forms stage 0 of the process model set out below.  Stage 0 of the process began in 2005 with the election of a new administration.  The new administration inherited a decision by the previous administration to close a very small rural school and build a new building for the school where the pupils were to transfer.  This focussed the minds of the new administration on school organisation issues.  Presented with the data, they became concerned at the forecasts of high surplus places, the number of small and very small schools and the poor quality in many cases of their buildings and cash subsidy required to maintain schools with low pupil numbers and high numbers of unfilled places.  However, only limited options were available at the time because the Primary School Organisation Policy stated that schools would only be closed if they fell below 20 pupils, regardless of location, and there was limited political will to address changes.

The introduction of the Minimum Funding Guarantee sharpened the focus because the agreed allocation formula results in some very high allocations per pupil at some schools (as much as £6,500 per pupil) and maintaining this through the MFG in a period of further reduction in pupil numbers was forecast to result in an increasing gap between income in DSG and allocation via the formula.  In addition, one rural school fell below the 20 pupil threshold and was going to have to be reviewed in any case with the likelihood of a consultation process following.  Administration leaders were therefore briefed on and more comfortable with the legislative processes, and this might also have contributed to the development of an intention to do something about the developing financial situation.



SECTION 2: THE PROCESS AND LESSONS LEARNED

2a Process and key steps
	The project was conceived to be delivered in three phases.  The first phase was a review of the Council’s Primary School Organisation Policy.  The second phase was the development with stakeholders of options for primary school organisation, including federation and trust and/or foundation status.  Due to delays, this stage is still in progress.  The third phase will be the development of formal proposals and implementation of changes, including the development of foundations or trusts as appropriate.
Stage 1

Following the identification in early 2007 of an impending financial shortfall in 2008/9 and increasing in future years, Officers were commissioned by Administration Leaders to consider options for alternative school organisation policies.  In June 2007, officers briefed administration leaders on the range of options and were further commissioned to bring forward principles for a draft policy for consultation.  
Cabinet approved consultation on the principles to form a draft policy on 26 September 2007.  At this stage, it was originally envisaged that the consultation in principle would mainly involve educational professionals and be followed at a later stage with consultation on the draft policy with a much wider group.  However, provision was made to allow public comment on the principles.  In the event this stage became a full blown consultation on the form of the final policy.  
At the same time, a Reference Group of heads, governors (including parents), Diocesan and LA officers and trade unions was set up to develop the draft policy from the principles and to consider detailed and technical evidence which was not suitable for publication in a wider sphere.  
The reference group, the consultation with education professionals and the public consultation reported back to Cabinet on 28 November and a new primary school vision and organisation policy was adopted by Council on 14 December 2007.  The new policy had the support of two of three Groups on the Council, but not of the official opposition.  The new policy was based on principles of access to education within a reasonable time from home (40 minutes by bus or minibus, expressed in terms of a six mile journey from home to school), continuity of education through the primary phase, and high quality of provision for all.
Stage 2
After the Council meeting on 14 December, officers were commissioned to bring forward a draft plan for implementation of the new policy to a meeting of Cabinet on 30 January 2008.  This plan would include draft proposals on which there would be a round of formative consultation.  The report as drafted contained proposals to consult on 22 schools with a view to closure, on eight pairs of schools (mainly infant and junior pairs) with a view to amalgamation, one infant school for expansion to full primary age range and one expansion of a faith school (thus involving 40 schools in total).  This stage was notable for the fact that many people wanted to hold the consultation before the report commissioning consultation was discussed by Members.  It was also notable for national coverage of aspects of the programme and statements from national politicians.  In the event, a number of factors meant that Cabinet agreed to continue to consult on the proposed amalgamations but not the other draft proposals.
The decision of Cabinet was then called in by Scrutiny Panel, which is chaired by a member of the official Opposition.  Following debate at Scrutiny, it was agreed on 20 February to proceed with the formative consultation on the eight pairs of amalgamations.  This delay means that the formative stage of consultation, including discussion with school communities about alternative commissioning options, is still proceeding rather than being concluded before this report, as indicated in the original bid.
Stage 3
The third stage of the process will be the implementation stage.  The formative consultation stage reports back to Cabinet on 19 May 2008.  Interest has been expressed in setting up foundation schools and foundation schools with a religious character.  There has also been some interest in bi-lateral or small group federation, but no interest in a multi-school Trust.  Following this report, the formal statutory proposals will be developed, the LA will work with proposed foundations (alongside the dioceses where appropriate) to bring forward proposals, to undertake the necessary consultation, contribute to the decision making and plan the implementation of the agreed way forward.



2b Overcoming problems

	There were four key barriers.  These were (i) resistance to change of any sort, (ii) the party politicisation of the process, (iii) the lack of a school organisation option to “amalgamate” schools, and (iv) the innate conservatism of school communities.
(i) Resistance to Change

At each stage of the process, the project faced immediate resistance as soon as some elements of the community became aware of the mere possibility of change at some point in the future.  This was notable as soon as the draft principles for a new policy were published, as some community members immediately (and erroneously) applied the principles to individual schools and began to campaign against change to that institution rather than to debate the principles.  The principles themselves were deigned to relate to a network of rural and to particular circumstances in built-up areas, and indeed were designed to replace a policy which considered individual schools independent, and to some extent regardless of the network.  The same effect was noted following the publication of a draft list of proposals for consultation in January, where a concerted campaign was launched (see also below) to frustrate the intention of the Administration even to consult on possible changes.  Local media always find it easier to oppose proposals than to support it, so opposition within the media had been expected.
(ii) Politicisation of the Process

The level of organisation of the campaign was high.  It was reported later that some key figures had agreed not to cooperate with requests for updated information but to use the fact that some figures required updating to attack the Council’s data.  Tactics, including information (not all of it accurate) and rumour was shared between campaigns for individual schools in order to give points apparent credence because they came from several sources.  As much correspondence as possible was blind copied, so that it was not immediately obvious that colleagues amongst groups of officer or elected members had also received the same e-mail.  There has subsequently been an orchestrated campaign of complaints against the process and against individual officers.

(iii) Lack of an option to “amalgamate” or “merge” schools
Current legislation does not include a route by which two schools can be brought together to form a single institution.  The options are to close one and expand the other or to close both.  Both in the initial debate and in the consultation on proposals to “amalgamate” eight pairs of schools, the lack of this route formed a barrier to change, as schools and communities became concerned about “takeovers” and “closures” rather than substantive issues about achievement.  Education professionals outside and inside the Department are perhaps less sensitised to the word closure than in the community.  A way to create a new governing body and subsequently a new school fairly from two existing ones without closures would make the process of responding to changing demographics much easier.
(iv) Conservatism of Some School Communities

A high number of schools were reluctant to consider new modes of organisation such as Foundation status where this had not existed before.  Federation was initially only seen as a way to avoid closure, without other positive benefits.  The process of developing understanding amongst local communities is continuing through the current phase, but most positive comment has been towards the traditional school organisation options of community, voluntary controlled or voluntary aided schools.


2c Lessons learned

(i) What went well? Why? 
	Development of the policy.  The involvement of key stakeholders in the development of the policy was a strength of the project.  Working with head teachers, governors and the trade unions led to the creation of a stronger vision and more robust policy. Stakeholder engagement has continued to be positive and strong even through controversies on individual proposals.
Clear Documentation.  The comprehensive documentation and consultation process was another strength.  A positive aspect of a comprehensive documentation scheme was the communication strategy which ensured that comments and questions were quickly acknowledged and answered.
Communication with schools.  As the process started to include draft proposals for individual schools, each school was allocated a key contact group consisting of a senior elected member, an assistant director, a member of the project team from the Premises and Planning section, a Human Resources officer and a finance officer.  This personalised the approach and gave both a human face and a focus for queries and concerns.

Communication With Members.  The strategy for the involvement of elected members, particularly those from the administration back benches, has been strong.  Members were briefed regularly, including prior to the consideration of the report on the new policy and prior to the publication of the draft list for consultation on proposals.
Stakeholder Involvement and External Verification.  The Reference Group of stakeholders, and regular briefings, ensured that all stakeholders were involved and all information presented was externally verified.  However, this was affected by media responses (see 4 below), and a deliberate campaign to try to discredit the Council’s case by attacking the information through rumour, innuendo and repetition of misleading and/or inaccurate information.



(ii) What, with benefit of hindsight, would you have done differently, or what would you advise other authorities to do differently? 
	1
Start earlier.  It is possible that a more protracted period of development of the initial policy would have meant less immediate concern about the effect on individual schools.  It might also have enabled schools (and elected members) to become more familiar with alternative commissioning models before reaching the stage of draft proposals, where there was a tendency to look to “known” categories of community, controlled and aided.
2
Ensure that, as far as possible, politicians outside the local executive, and the media, understand the difference between a proposal to consult, a consultation, and a decision. When each of the two major reports were published, many people either mistakenly assumed, or in some cases were misled, to believe that the meeting to consider the decision to start the consultation was the meeting which would decide the outcome of the consultation.  This confusion was exploited by opponents of change.

3
Don’t rely on professionalism when emotions are involved.  Remember that most headteachers might be professional come what may, but Chairs of Governors are volunteers and therefore are much less likely to take a professional outlook.

4
If it can it twisted, it will be.  Make sure that everything, even casual corridor conversation, is documented and where possible followed up with a note of your understanding of what was said.

5
Rational business cases are not a media friendly as emotional responses.  Consider media communications and lobbying strategy carefully, but expect the media to be anti as it makes a better story.




(iii) What has this project taught you about the level of capacity and skills strategic commissioning in your authority?
	The general skill set of LA officers was adequate to the task.  The appropriate senior officers (at Assistant Director, Head of Service and Team Leader levels) were diverted from other tasks during stage 2 of the project, but this was due to the volume of draft proposals.  The high volumes of correspondence and meetings also required some additional administrative support, but the team could have dealt with a smaller number of proposals without extra support.
The project overestimated the readiness of schools (staff and governors) and politicians to consider additional categories of school organisation.  More time should have been spent in the policy formation stage on comparing aspects of alternative models.  As it was, when considering models or organisation for new or changing schools, almost all school communities opted for a traditional (community, controlled or aided) model. Foundation status was only seen by schools and politicians as a way to operate split site schools and keep sites from closing, rather than a positive choice to improve standards or offer additional facilities.  There was little or no interest in Trusts during discussions with school communities or partners.



2d Top tips

	Do:

· Start early and quietly with policy development;
· Look at organisation models from the start;

· Ensure that if MPs are opposed that Ministers are aware of what your are trying to do;
· Have clear media, communications and lobbying strategies.

Don’t:

· Assume that anyone else will be as professional as you are;

· Let anything incorrect go unchallenged, as it will later be presented as fact.



SECTION 3: OUTCOMES
Outcomes and benefits

	The project has so far led to:
· The adoption of a new Vision for a Primary School of the Future;

· The adoption of new primary school organisation policy;

· Formative consultation on eight sets of proposals to amalgamate schools;

· A policy commission to consider the further implementation of the policy;

· Discussion amongst heads and governors of demographic challenges and the effect these have on all schools, even if they are oversubscribed;

· Discussion of organisation models including proposals from one school not involved in reorganisation to adopt Foundation status.




SECTION 4: FUTURE STRATEGIC COMMISSIONING 
	Current Proposals
The next step for the current eight pairs of proposed amalgamations is to decide whether or not to proceed to formal proposals, following which there will be further consultation as set out in Regulations.  Part of this determination will be any changes to school category. Indications are that there will be an increase in faith school places but not in the net number Foundation School places.

Other Proposals

A Policy Commission will shortly begin work to consider the implementation of the wider aspects of the new school organisation policy.  The policy commission has yet to ask for confirmation of its terms of reference and timetable.  Officers will continue to prepare data and information for the Commission to consider on school performance, demography and possible commissioning models.  Councillors are concerned that the independent Chair of the Commission should have the national status and standing to influence both national and local developments.

A draft proposal has been published to take Weston Lullingfields school into Foundation category.  This will work through in the next few months, and will provide a valuable test bed for the new process.

Further Work
It has become clear that further work needs to be done to prepare schools and politicians for the possibility of alternatives to the traditional organisation models.  This is likely to involve visits to and presentations from schools already part of Foundations or Trusts as well as reports and literature reviews.




