Report following meeting of the Capital Strategy Group

Monday 4th October 2004 at DFES

These are brief notes of most salient points – original committee papers available from NW on request.

1) Foundation Schools and their relationship with the capital strategy, including Building Schools for the Future (BSF). 

There is a tension between two strands of government strategy that cause potential difficulties. These are the need for strategic management of capital funding through bidding in geographic areas by LEAs matched to identified need on the one hand and on the other increasing local autonomy for secondary schools. Foundation schools have had experience of managing their own building and development projects, but now find themselves part of PFI and BSF managed by LEAs in their areas. 

There is currently a consultation under way with regard to foundation status. There are two proposals:

a) To make it easier for schools to move to foundation status

b) To introduce foundation trusts to underpin foundation schools which would hold the school's assets and land, and also have a majority on the school's governing body.

The consultation ends in December 2004 for implementation in March 2005.

2) Targeted Capital fund (TCF)

This is a newly enlarged fund (£500 million a year) with a two-year cycle of bidding. LEAs are able to put forward a limited number of bids in each cycle, each up to a specified value. This fund sits alongside the much bigger Building Schools for the Future programme (BSF) and annual capital funding distributed by formula. TCF will address the following needs:

a) Acute secondary building need which will not be addressed by BSF until much later in the 15 year cycle of BSF funding.

b) Strategic reorganisation issues – large scale reorganisation issues e.g. reorganisation of special schools to promote inclusion (three tier systems were another example referred to other members of the group)

c) Funding to support improvement in failing schools

d) Priority modernisation for primary schools ( BSF is only for secondary schools)

e) Responding to sudden and unanticipated rises in basic need for places

The inclusion of strategic reorganisation (priority b) seems to act as a perverse incentive for authorities to bid for such funds as a means of accessing capital funding. The process will also reinforce a bidding culture – many bids will not succeed.

Surplus place removal (SPR) used to be a category for funding under the predecessor of this scheme. It would be expected that SPR must form part of the overall vision for the future informing LEA bids for BSF funding or TCF.

3) Joint 16-19 Capital Budget

This is of interest in areas where sixth form colleges are being considered.

It is planned to bring together the Learning and Skills Council and the schools capital budgets to make for a more coherent approach to capital funding post 16. The details will form part of a wide spread consultation to be held later this term (Autumn 2004).

The stated objective of the scheme is worth considering closely :

Diversity and choice in learning provision are essential prerequisites to the delivery of personalised learning programmes that will meet the needs, aptitudes and aspirations of all young people and support increased participation and attainment.

(NW note: A system of sixth form colleges might not meet this stated aim)

The new government 5 Year Strategy contains measures to

a) make it easier for high perfroming 11-16 specialist schools to open 6th forms

b) competitions are to be decided locally where substantial new 6th form provision is required

c) unified 16-19 capital budget combining school and FFE resources.

This joint budget will not fund modernisation issues in schools (this is for BSF funding) but it will fund area wide reorganisations to raise standards or promote choice.

4) The position of three tier systems

Reponse from chair, Philip Parker, to question from N.W.

The department tries not to take a view regarding the pros and cons of middle schools, though we are all familiar with the arguments about ages of transfer often put forward. Equally we can see some advantages for three tier systems in promoting parts of the government's agenda – for example in 14 to 19 education. The BSF exemplar designs include a model for an all age school that incorporates elements of a three-tier system.
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