Federate or Die?
Middle schools remain under threat – we all know this.  We also know how popular they are in other countries and of course the age range mirrors our own Prep school system.

In Toronto, many schools operate a 5 – 14 age range very successfully.  At conference last year many colleagues listened with interest to our partners in Canada.  The reciprocal visits that we have had with Huttonville High School have reinforced the value of teaching pupils at KS1 to the end of KS3 in one school.  It makes sense.  No longer would there be two split key stages – enough reason in itself to change one might surmise.  Although we were interested in changing our status two years ago, the context we were in plus local and county inertia made such a vision impossible.  Yet suddenly there was a change in direction by the LEA.  Falling rolls across West Somerset suddenly became an issue that could not be ignored.  For example we lost 20% of our roll or 100 pupils in a little over 2 years.  One first school only had 16 pupils and 4 others were under 50.  A change to 2-tier was ruled out and Federation became the new road to success.  Our original vision now became the mantra although it would do nothing to solve the following rolls issue!
It was clear to our group of 4 partner schools that the concept did indeed have merit if the central thrust was to improve the quality of teaching and learning for all our pupils aged 3 – 13.  We could for the first time direct learning across KS2 rather than rely on cooperation and joint projects.  In short, there would be one key stage 2 which would immediately address the current learning dip in years 3 and 4 by having one leadership and one management group of curriculum leaders.  There would be greater opportunities for younger pupils to access our specialist facilities, especially in Science, Technology and PE.  KS1 would be linked to the whole of KS2.

A through school of potentially over 850 pupils would be more attractive in terms of recruitment and retention.  There would be increased opportunities for cross phase teaching, especially in first school (primary trained) staff having access to years 5 and 6.  We would have more TLRs and an enhanced CPD budget.  Centralised administration, finance, library and other services would save money and allow reinvestment into the curriculum.  For example, specialist French, Music and Art provision could be available from KS1.  Bulk purchasing and the need to remove replication at leadership across our schools would lead to even greater savings.  We wouldn’t for example need 4 SENCOs or even 4 Headteachers!

The economy of scale would be a significant benefit and would enable us to invest much more in a personalised learning curriculum which all children would have equal access to.  We could centralise our response to the extended schools agenda and have different activities on different sites if we wished, or we could make one site the ‘core offer’.  We know we would need to move pupils or teachers around, but a carefully though out centralised curriculum and school day would enable pupils to move in blocks, say to PE after lunch, thus necessitating the need to transport only once.  Why couldn’t parents drop off and collect at different sites if necessary?  We could even centralise supply teaching thus having a larger number of teachers available to support each other.  The sharing of staff would be an additional benefit.
The current financial incentive offered by the DfES of up to £500,000 is also an advantage.  Assuming a successful bid, we could create a performing arts studio central to the ‘campus’, thus filling a huge gap in Arts provision in both our schools and local communities.  Just imagine a purpose built dance studio available to young children – plus a specialist dance teacher!
We currently serve one community and one set of parents and children.  We are all Church schools.  Locality leadership and the creation of one school at the centre of the community that would respond to the needs of the community and agree one set of joint learning values would be a powerful improver of standards.  This would be backed up by a single group of community based governors representing the best that each separate school currently offers.

Federation however, is not necessarily easy.  Governors of currently independent and even competing first schools need to be convinced of the benefits to their own organisation.  Most governors will not be appointed to the new governing body and of course the feeling that this might be a take over by the bigger school needs to be addressed.  The final point is probably the most difficult to address.  If federation is seen to be or actually is a takeover, then it will most likely fail.  Federation is not a management buy out.  It is a coming together as a group of equals to improve educational standards for all pupils in the area.  There are clear spin offs as we have already seen, not withstanding the opportunity to avoid the potential problems of appointing a dynamic new Headteacher to a tiny first school in the middle of nowhere.

The rationale behind federation must be made clear to all.  We are fortunate to have all 4 Headteachers behind the vision through I believe we will be fortunate to have all 4 schools in one federation in the first instance.  I do believe that this is a potential way of retaining the Middle School system for the future.  Stand alone 8 – 12 or 9 – 13 schools just don’t fit with government thinking and whilst standards at KS2 remain an issue, we are at threat from locally based planners.  What is certain is that we cannot stay as we are.  Perhaps Canada has the answer after all?
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