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REPORT TO CABINET


22 September 2009

TITLE OF REPORT:
Primary Review: Whickham Area and R.C. Schools  
REPORT OF:

Maggie Atkinson, Group Director Learning and Children
   

Purpose of the Report 

1. Cabinet is asked to agree Core Principles and options for consultation on two reviews of primary school provision in Gateshead: one with a focus on community schools in the Whickham area and the other on small schools in the Roman Catholic sector across Gateshead.  



Background 

2. A review of primary school provision was last carried out during the period 2005/6. This was a Borough-wide review, with a particular focus on reducing surplus capacity in a number of areas. This was achieved through some school closures and removal of other surplus capacity where this was appropriate. The review also highlighted the potential for amalgamations and the replacement of old school buildings when capital funding was available.

3. In 2008, the government confirmed the availability of a multi-million pound capital investment programme in primary schools, and the Cabinet agreed a “Strategy for Change” that identified the initial investment priorities. The Council’s strategy was agreed by government and the first two years of funding (£8.14m) was released to initiate the Primary Capital Programme (PCP).

4.
In February 2009, Cabinet received a report outlining the reasons why it was necessary to initiate a further stage of Primary Review, with a focus on the Whickham Area and the RC sector. In both cases, the main issues are surplus capacity and very small primary schools. The first stage (Stage 1) of the reviews asked key stakeholders for their views on possible options for change, and the principles needed to guide the review process. 

5.
Further details of the consultation process and outcomes of Stage 1 are contained in Appendix 1 to this report. Meetings were held with governing bodies, primary headteachers, ward councillors, the Area Forum (Inner West), trade unions and the RC Diocese. The first significant outcome of this process was the development of a set of Core Principles to guide primary school reviews and reorganisations, mainly developed by Gateshead Primary Heads working with Council Officers. These are attached as Appendix 2 to this report. 

6.
The second significant outcome was the positive engagement of governing bodies in the review process. Not only did governors generally recognise and accept the reasons for change, the Chairs of the governing bodies in the Whickham area also accepted that the best outcomes would be achieved by schools working together and with the Council. A working group was formed and met on several occasions.


Proposals

7.
It is now necessary to initiate Stage 2 of the Review. This will entail consultation with a wider range of stakeholders (now including parents and staff) on options for change proposed by the Council, during the autumn of 2009.

8.
The proposed options for change have been developed by applying the Core Principles to the schools within this review. The key principle used is that for school planning purposes, the minimum size of any primary school should be 1 form of entry (1 FE), that is 30 pupils per year group, resulting in a total number on roll (NOR) of 210 (excluding any nursery places). The principle of amalgamating separate infant and junior schools is also used, in accordance with Council policy..

9.
Using these principles, the following very small schools within the review cannot continue to operate at their current size, being significantly below 1 FE :



Marley Hill


Sacred Heart RC, Byermoor



Swalwell


St John’s RC, Felling



Washingwell


St Wilfrid’s RC, Old Fold







St Joseph’s RC Infant, Birtley







St Joseph’s RC Junior, Birtley

10.
The main strategies for addressing small schools are:

· to identify some schools for closure

· to identify schools with the potential and capacity to increase their numbers to 210

· to identify schools suitable for amalgamation by combining separate infant and junior schools to create an all-through primary of 1 FE.

11.
The need to review very small schools and reduce excess capacity in community schools in the Whickham area requires the closure of one or possibly two schools. For consultation purposes, Marley Hill and Washingwell Schools should be considered for closure, although it may be possible for only one of these to close, depending on the impact of other decisions. Swalwell School should be considered for retention, subject to there being confidence that numbers will increase to 210.

12.
Although not a small school, Front Street School is designated as 2 forms of entry (i.e. 60 per year group, 420 pupils if full to capacity) but currently has 383 pupils on roll. However, around 75% are from outside its catchment area. The current plan to replace the school as a 2 FE school should be reviewed, and a 1 FE rebuild considered, in order to secure higher numbers in neighbouring schools.

13.
The need to review very small schools and reduce surplus capacity in RC primary schools results in the need to consider the closure of Sacred Heart at Byermoor and  either St John’s or St Wilfrid’s in the East Area of the borough. The amalgamation of St Joseph’s Infant and Junior Schools in Birtley should also be considered. These options will need further discussion with the RC Diocese, whose Trustees may be able to identify alternative options that could achieve similar outcomes.


Recommendations

14.
It is recommended that Cabinet agrees:

(i)
to adopt the Core Principles for all primary school reviews and reorganisations, as set out in Appendix 2 to this report;

(ii)
to commence a formal consultation in accordance with section 16 of the Education and Inspections Act (2006), with respect to the Whickham Area and borough-wide RC provision;

(iii)
that the options set out in this report form the basis for that consultation.


For the following reasons:

(i) to meet the Council’s statutory duty to promote high educational standards and ensure that all Gateshead primary schools are able to deliver the best education possible;

(ii) to meet the Council’s statutory duty to ensure sufficient school places, to provide efficient education and make effective use of resources.

CONTACT:    David Mitchell  extension  2750
PLAN REF:  3293











APPENDIX 1


Policy Context 

1.   The Council has statutory duties to:

· ensure that there are sufficient schools and  places in its area;

· promote high educational standards;

· ensure fair access to educational opportunity;

· promote diversity and increase parental choice;

· make efficient use its resources, including the removal of surplus places in schools;

· promote the fulfilment of every child’s educational potential.

  The proposals in this report are consistent with the Council’s vision for children and young people as set out in the Corporate Plan and the Sustainable Community Strategy (Vision 2030). 


Background - General

2. It is a statutory requirement that the Council should keep school provision under review to ensure that the supply of school places matches current and future demand. Some surplus places are required in any area to ensure small rises and falls in the population can be accommodated, and to support a degree of choice for parents. Maintaining too many surplus places represents an inefficient use of resources, which can have an adverse effect on educational standards.

3. Small schools often require a disproportionate share of the available resources in order to maintain standards and reasonable class sizes, and too many small schools in an area can result in the inefficient use of resources and a shortage of funding across all schools. Every school maintained by the Council requires funding to run and repair its buildings, to employ caretaking, cleaning and administrative staff, and to meet the additional costs of a non-teaching headteacher and other staff in management posts. 

4.
The main reasons for initiating this phase of the Primary Review are:

· to ensure that all the schools identified for capital investment through the Primary Capital Programme have a secure and long-term future;

· to address falling numbers in some schools/areas not previously subject to review, but now subject to growing surplus capacity;

· to review the significant number of small primary schools, currently putting increasing pressure on the reducing finances available for all our schools;

· to bring forward proposals for reducing surplus capacity in the RC primary sector, not addressed in the Primary Review so far;

· to maintain the very high standards of education in Gateshead’s primary schools and ensure provision matches parental preferences as far as possible.  
5.
A primary school of 210 pupils (30 per year group) is considered a cost-effective size. Schools significantly below this size become increasingly difficult to manage without additional resources and consequently offer less value for money. Across Gateshead, the per-pupil funding in primary schools can be as much as £4,400 or as little as £2,600, according to circumstances. Small schools in Gateshead receive an additional budget allocation (“small school allowance”). 12 small primary schools currently receive an additional allowance in excess of £40,000 each, and a further four receive in excess of £50,000 each. Premises-related costs for some small primary schools are up to £70,000 per annum. If some of these costs were eliminated, the savings would be redistributed, to benefit all remaining schools across the Borough.

6.
Many of our old primary school buildings have been replaced or significantly refurbished in Gateshead over the last 25 years. However, there are still many schools requiring significant investment to ensure that children can learn in good quality buildings with modern facilities which meet the challenges of sustainability and providing education in the 21st Century. The Primary Capital Programme is expected to bring millions of pounds of investment in primary schools over the next 14 years. It is vital that this is invested carefully, in schools that are sustainable over the long-term.

7.
Local authorities have a duty to consider the impact of parental preference on their schools. As the amount of surplus capacity grows, more mobile parents effectively have a greater choice of school for their children. The impact of their choices can have a disproportionate effect on some schools, and can make a school potentially unviable. This also results in more popular schools drawing from an increasingly wider catchment area, with a loss of community cohesion and a negative impact on sustainable travel.

Options for Change - Whickham Area
8.
In 2006/7, there were 1400 pupils in Whickham primary schools, which left around 70 (5%) spare places. At that time, there did not appear to be a problem of excess surplus capacity, current or projected. By 2013/14, it is predicted that numbers will fall to around 1200, leaving a potential surplus capacity of around 200 places. This allows for some capacity reductions already implemented and is well over the 10% threshold which is allowed for surplus places. If parental preference for certain schools in the area continues and no action is taken, the surplus capacity will result in a few schools holding all the surplus capacity and becoming very small, whilst others remain full to capacity. These would draw from an increasingly wide area, rather than their immediate locality.

9.
In the Whickham area, there are seven community primary schools and two RC schools. The figures below show the numbers on roll (NOR – excluding any nursery provision) in September 2009. The * symbol indicates schools that were over-subscribed for September 2009 admissions:

NOR

Clover Hill


210*

Fellside


210*

Front Street


383

Marley Hill


  91

Swalwell


  99

Washingwell


100

Whickham Parochial CE
207*

Sacred Heart
 RC

  88


St Mary’s RC


211
  
11.
The Options for Change indicated for the Whickham area schools include consideration of closure for either one or two community schools - Marley Hill and Washingwell, and to consider the closure of Sacred Heart RC. As well as being small and less popular schools, a number of other factors have been taken into account including:

· geographical location

· condition of buildings

· nature of the catchment and community served

· potential for future growth in numbers

· availability of alternative provision.

12.
Schools considered for retention include Swalwell, subject to there being confidence in its future growth potential. Also, Front Street, but subject to a review of whether a future rebuild should be 1FE or 2FE. The remaining schools in Whickham (Clover Hill, Fellside, Whickham Parochial CE and St Mary’s RC) are expected to remain at 1FE, but will need a review of their current catchment areas in the light of any school closures subsequently agreed, to ensure pupils displaced from closing schools secure places in neighbouring schools.


Options for Change - R.C. Provision
13.
There are 69 primary phase schools in Gateshead (including some separate infant and junior schools). Of these, 18 (26%) are voluntary aided Roman Catholic schools. It is more difficult to predict future demand for RC places (and RC schools do admit pupils who are not baptised Catholics, if there is space). These schools are experiencing the effects of falling birth rates in the same way as others. There has been no reduction in the number of RC primary schools in Gateshead for many years, and no significant reduction in their overall capacity or surplus places. There is now a significant number of small schools within the RC sector, requiring additional small school funding and some also have significant surplus capacity. 

14.
Across the Borough, the following schools are within the scope of this review as a result of very small size or surplus capacity. The figures show the numbers on roll (NOR) in September 2009 (excluding any nursery provision):

NOR



St John’s, Felling


  79


St Wilfrid’s, Old Fold

  91


St Joseph’s Infant, Birtley

  79


St Joseph’s Junior, Birtley

105

15.
The Options for Change indicated for the RC sector include consideration of closure for two schools – Sacred Heart (already covered in the Whickham section) and either St John’s in Felling or St Wilfrid’s in Old Fold. The retention of either St John’s or St Wilfrid’s is subject to there being confidence that numbers will increase to 210. The factors taken into account in addition to being small (less popular) schools include:

· geographical location

· suitability of buildings

· availability of alternative RC provision in the area

· potential for future growth in numbers.

16.
The amalgamation of St Joseph’s Infant and Junior Schools in Birtley to establish a new all-through primary school is proposed. It is anticipated that this will require a new build when a suitable site and capital funding are available.


Consultation
17.
Consultation will be carried out in accordance with the Statutory Guidance issued by the Secretary of State. For schools involved in significant change, this will include parents, staff, the governing body, the RC Diocese, trade unions, the relevant Area Forum and Ward Councillors. Consultation will mainly take place during the second half of the autumn term 2009, with a further report to Cabinet in early 2010.

18.
The Cabinet Members for Children and Young People, and for Sustainable Communities Inner West, East and South have been consulted on this report, as have the relevant Ward Councillors. Regular discussions have taken place with the Diocesan Education Officer.  

Alternative Options

19. 
This report identifies several alternative options for consideration during consultation. Final decisions on proposals will be made following consultation.  

Implications of Recommended Option 

20.
Financial Implications - the Strategic Director Finance and ICT confirms that there are no immediate financial implications arising from this report. If it is eventually decided that some schools should close, the savings arising from this will be redistributed to all schools through the funding formula.
21.
Risk Management Implications - there is a growing risk to educational standards and to the efficient use of resources if these reviews are not progressed. There is also a short-term risk in terms of schools being de-stabilised as a result of discussions on potential closures. Management and communications strategies will be employed to minimise the risks.
22.
Human Resources Implications   -  there are no immediate Human Resources implications arising from this report, but there will be implications arising from any subsequent school closure decisions. There are also implications if no action is taken, as schools will be increasingly starved of resources. As always, during school review and reorganisation, the Council will expect all school governing bodies to co-operate fully with any necessary redeployment procedures, and give priority consideration to any existing employees at risk of redundancy when filling vacancies.
23.
Equality and Diversity Implications -  equality and diversity issues will be considered during the consultation process, particularly in giving due consideration to the impact of proposals for children with disabilities or special educational needs.
24.
Crime and Disorder Implications – nil
25.
Health Implications - nil
26.
Sustainability Implications -  the reviews are aimed at reducing surplus capacity, which represents a waste of resources, and to improving school buildings in terms of energy efficiency. The Council has a duty to consider sustainable travel to school arrangements as part of its review process. Where new build or refurbishment follows, the Council’s policy for sustainable construction will be applied.
27.
Human Rights Implications -  nil
28.
Area and Ward Implications -  there are implications for Whickham North, Whickham South & Sunniside, Dunston Hill & Whickham East and in other areas where small RC schools are located.
Background Information

Primary Review report to Cabinet, 24 January 2006
Primary “Strategy for Change” report to Cabinet , 3 June 2008

Primary Review report to Cabinet, 10 February 2009

Notes of meetings and written responses received during the informal consultation stage with school governing bodies.










APPENDIX 2
Core Principles for Primary School Review and Reorganisation
1. Educational Outcomes. Raising standards and improving educational outcomes for young people are the key principles for primary school review and reorganisation.  Any review needs to be founded within a school improvement framework.  Improving economy, efficiency and value for money are also important principles, since these directly impact on the ability of the school system to raise standards.

2. Partnership. The review process must recognise the need to develop and maintain the confidence and trust of parents, governors, staff and other stakeholders. This will require openness and transparency in terms of sharing school-level information, a commitment to keeping stakeholders informed at all stages and a willingness to debate difficult and challenging options openly and constructively.  Key partners will be consulted including parents, students, employees and trade unions.

3. Coherence. Within the review process, advice and guidance will be sought from school improvement professionals, school leaders and managers (headteachers and governors) school organisation, finance, personnel and legal experts. We will also seek to ensure alignment with Early Years, Extended Schools, SEN, Asset Management, Housing and Community strategies. 

4. Community. School reorganisation will recognise the importance that schools play in community development and cohesion particularly in areas of deprivation where local schools can also play a part in regeneration programmes, especially through the local services they provide for the community.

5. Choice and Diversity. Under the 2006 Education and Inspections Act, the Council has a duty to promote choice and diversity in relation to provision of school places, including faith-based provision. The location of schools and their admission arrangements need to enable a balanced intake for across the different community/multi-cultural/religious/ethnic minority groups to support social and community cohesion. Any review must also take account of parental preferences, and consider whether it is appropriate for popular and successful schools to expand.

6. Accessibility. A review of catchment/parish areas will also be important to address this duty. This must consider the distance and length of time children have to travel to access their choice school, and the sustainability of their travel arrangements (recognising the need to reduce the use of private cars for travel to school journeys). Schools must be easily accessible by the communities and the parishes they serve.

7. School Size. Long-term planning to create a viable portfolio of primary schools for an area will assume a minimum size of 1 form of entry (210 students) and a maximum size of 2 forms of entry (420 students). There will be an assumption for planning purposes that a school of 1.5 FE (315) is undesirable in educational terms.

8. Surplus Capacity. Surplus capacity will be monitored regularly and any review should aim to reduce overall surplus school places to 10% or less. No individual school should be consistently operating with more than 25% surplus capacity. 

9. Amalgamation. There is an assumption that primary education will be delivered from single site 4 – 11 primary schools (with 0 - 11 provision where applicable and appropriate). This will involve the amalgamation of separate infant and junior schools when circumstances permit. A period of split-site operation for a newly amalgamated school will be considered where significant new-build, refurbishment or extension is planned.

10. Small Schools. Small primary school size will be monitored regularly, with a threshold of less than 100 pupils used to trigger a review process. This will consider educational effectiveness, viability, value for money and sustainability. Any review will consider the role of the school within the community and all the available options including (but not limited to) federation, amalgamation, closure or no change.

11. Employees. During any review process, agreement will be secured in principle from primary school governing bodies that they will give priority consideration to employees from schools affected by the reorganisation, and whose jobs are at risk, when filling vacancies.

12. Funding.  Every school should be able to afford a non-teaching Headteacher. The school funding formula will accommodate this principle. It will be needs-led and driven by clear educational principles about the resources needed to deliver the required standard of education in all schools, within the total resources available.  It will also reflect the need to ensure efficient use of resources and to secure best value.

13. Support. The Authority will use staff from its central services and from the whole community of schools to work with the leadership of those schools involved in review or reorganisation, providing additional support and guidance for the change management process.
14. Buildings. The assessed condition and suitability of school premises will be a factor in the strategic approach to capital investment, to secure primary schools equipped for 21st century learning, at the heart of the community, with a full range of children’s services in reach of every family.  A capital investment programme will be developed, which takes account of the Secondary BSF timescale in prioritising projects, to maximise the possibilities of co-location or integrated provision within the resultant benefits of pooled resources
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