A BRIGHTER FUTURE FOR REDDITCH: REPORT ON THE PUBLIC CONSULTATIONS

Local Councillors

The local councillors are Mr C R Beardwood, Mr M G N Fordyce, Mr W P A Hartnett, Dr G H Lord, Mr P A Mould, Mrs B Passingham, Mr E J Sheldon, Mrs E B Tucker, Mrs C D Walker, Mr C T Wareing, Mr J Witherspoon

Purpose of Report

To consider the outcomes from the public consultation exercise on the future organisation of schools in Redditch and to determine an option for further work.

Background

Worcestershire County Council is committed to raising educational standards and investing resources to improve opportunities for children and young people throughout the County. 


· On the 26 March the Educational Services Committee agreed to formally consult on the organisation of schools in Redditch. The focus of the debate was to improve the quality of education in the area by using resources more effectively, by reducing the number of surplus places, by reducing the use of curriculum and protection subsidies and by looking for ways in which education could be improved. 


4. The 3 tier system of education has been in existence in Redditch for 25 years. During that time a great many changes have occurred, for example, local management of schools (LMS), a National Curriculum, and Key Stage Assessment.

5. The Audit Commission suggest that local authorities might wish to review school organisational structures at the same time as seeking to remove surplus places.

6. It was appropriate for this reason in considering reorganisation to ask whether the 3 tier system or a 2 tier system would be preferred to meet the educational needs of pupils in Redditch for the next 25 years.

7. Formal consultations in the Redditch area were preceded by an extensive period of informal discussions with headteacher s of Redditch schools. In Redditch, the response from headteachers across all phases has been that leaving things as they are is not in the best interests of the children and that some school closures and reorganisation must take place in order to remove surplus places from the system and to make better use of the available resources. 

Several meetings have taken place with officials of the Department of Education and Employment. The officials recognise the problem that Worcestershire County Council has with surplus places; they endorse the strategic direction that the Authority is now taking and they acknowledge the energy and commitment that has been demonstrated to achieve the necessary changes. 


· Officials recognise the difficulty of the exercise and emphasise that the Secretary of State sees the removal of surplus places as an important demonstration of an LEA's ability to show leadership. Officials confirm their willingness to oversee and assist in this difficult process. A report on the latest meeting with the DfEE is attached as Appendix A. 

· From the recent Ofsted/Audit Commission Inspection of Manchester LEA, it is evident that that Authority's difficulties in addressing the surplus place problem in Manchester have resulted in that Authority being seriously criticised. It is imperative that members of the Educational Services Committee maintain their present determination to address this important aspect of the achievement agenda, and in so doing release resources to contribute to Council services and to the raising of educational standards. 

· All parties in the consultative process are agreed that a decision should be made as quickly as possible in order to reduce the uncertainty that presently exists, and to allow officers, professionals and parents to work in the best interests of children, and to manage Redditch through this difficult period of transition. 

· Parents and professionals are also generally interested to know what benefits they may receive from reorganisation, and how savings to be released from reorganisation are to be used. There is a strong sense from the public meetings that Redditch should be seen to really benefit from reorganisation and also there should be, at least initially, a ring-fencing of resources in the Redditch areas to assist the reorganisation programme. 

The Consultative Process


· Attached as Appendix B is an overview of the consultative process which indicates that a very substantial programme of meetings was undertaken, the widest possible circulation of information was achieved, and that there was full and real engagement with the Authority in debating school reorganisation in Redditch and raising standards of education. 

· In addition, key information from the public meetings has been placed on the Internet www.worcestershire.gov.uk\wcc for wider distribution. The Authority has been determined to engage in an open, honest and collaborative process of consultation in a context where no decisions have been taken on the future of individual schools. 

· Contained on pages 8 to 16 ( Appendix B) is a detailed analysis of the issues arising from this stage of public consultations including views on the relevant advantages and disadvantages of 2 tier and 3 tier reorganisation. 

· Also contained on page 20 (Appendix B) is a summary of other Improved Educational Opportunities for Redditch that have been suggested during public consultations


Financial Implications

15. The revenue saving and capital implications of this exercise can at this stage be given at an indicative level. Pages 20 and 21 (Appendix B) contain a financial analysis which in summary form is as follows:- 

i) potential annual revenue savings in excess of £1,000,000 per year
ii) A potential capital borrowing approval for between £6.36 million to £7.95 million

Director of Educational Services Comments

Councillors will have had the opportunity to reflect on the consultative documentation and background information placed in the Member Support Unit and also to consider the volume and quality of responses that have been received as part of the cycle of consultations. 


· The overwhelming response from the consultation process was that the 3 tier system was right for Redditch and should be retained. The Director of Educational Services is of the opinion that both 3 tier and 2 tier systems can deliver quality outcomes and that the drive to improve standards over the next few years would best be served by retaining the present system, but with fewer, larger schools in each phase. 


Recommendation:


· The Director of Educational Services recommends that the Committee request officers to draw up detailed and costed plans for the reorganised schools in the Redditch area which will:- 


(a) retain the present 3 tier structure;
(b) remove at least 2,000 surplus places;
(c) create schools in each phase which are sufficiently robust to meet the future needs of the area;
(d) create a proposal within the next cycle of LMS consultations to provide a school reorganisation bonus to assist schools going through major reorganisation;
(e) provide a methodology to ring-fence elements of the initial savings from the Redditch reorganisation exercise to assist in achieving reorganisational change and to address issues raised under Improved Educational Opportunities.

List of Background Papers

17. In the opinion of the proper officer (in this case the Director of Educational Services ) the following are the background papers relating to the subject matter of this item:- 

Audit Commission Report 1997 Changing Partners Changing Places

27 January 1998: Educational Services Committee

February 1998: Redditch Review Document

26 March 1998: Educational Services Committee

May 1998: Redditch Public Consultation Document

Ofsted/Audit Commission review report of Inspection of Man

