AUTUMN TERM 2011 MEETINGS OF CHAIRS OF GOVERNORS

1 November 2011 at 7pm at Esher High School, Esher

Present:

Peter Martin, SCC Deputy Leader and Outgoing Cabinet Member for Children and Learning

Tim Hall, Incoming SCC Cabinet Member for Children and Learning 

Liz Hanrahan, SCC Schools Commissioning and Leadership

Catherine Pavlides, SCC Contract Services

P J Wilkinson, SCC Assistant Director for Schools and Learning

75 Chairs of Governors/Representatives

Sue Boustead, Babcock 4S Governance Consultancy Manager

Jennifer Knight, Babcock 4S Clerk

Esther Stovell, Babcock 4S Governance Consultancy

Introductions and Welcome – Peter Martin and Tim Hall

Peter Martin welcomed Governors to the meeting. This would be his last meeting as, following Dr Povey’s departure, David Hodge had become Leader of Surrey County Council (SCC) and Peter Martin Deputy Leader. Peter Martin said he was leaving his role as Cabinet Member for Children and Learning with great sadness: he had greatly enjoyed his education role over the last four years. Peter Martin’s successor is Tim Hall who has been the SCC Cabinet Member for Estates.   Peter Martin will still have a keen interest in education.  PJ Wilkinson had been appointed as Assistant Director for Schools and Learning taking over from Nick Wilson who had been appointed as SCC Strategic Director.  Peter Martin thanked Anna Edwards, Chair of Governors at Esher High School, for offering the venue for the meeting. 

Peter Martin gave an overview of what had happened at SCC since the last Chairs of Governors meeting and over the last four years. 

· Following the Prime Minister’s disappointing comment in September that schools in Surrey and Oxfordshire were flatlining and coasting and not as good as two inner city schools he cited, Peter Martin had written to the Prime Minister and had received a reply from Michael Gove which had not answered the questions Peter Martin had asked. Copies of both letters had been sent to Chairs of Governors.

·  Peter Martin had taken over SCC Children’s Services around four years ago after a Joint Review of Children’s  Services had  found the service to be wanting in a number of respects. Peter Martin, with help, had engineered the turnaround of Children’s Services which had come out of Special Measures a year ago. The most recent inspection had found Surrey to be a good place and had complimented the Council leadership and IT systems. Children’s Services was now in the best place to safeguard children, particularly those who were  vulnerable. 

·  GCSE results had been drive up from 49% to 63%.  Nearly 75% of Surrey schools were judged by Ofsted to be good or outstanding which was above the national average. 

· Surrey Alternative  Learning Programme had been introduced for children unable to do GCSE. Peter Martin had taken issue with the Ofsted comment that the programme was not sufficiently academic . The number of exclusions had fallen showing that the programme helped to prevent trouble as well as being the right thing for the pupils.

· The LA had become responsible for commissioning places for 16-18 year olds following the raising of the school leaving age. This would be a substantial change. SCC was fighting to maintain the Early Years Programme despite cuts in funding. 

· The biggest change in Government policy was the introduction of academies.  13 secondary schools, 3 primary schools and 1 special school had converted to academy status.  Academies still wanted to be part of the Surrey network of schools and Peter Martin hoped the spirit of co-operation would continue

· The biggest single challenge for the Authority was the birthrate which had increased by 20% over 9 years -there was a 5% increase in Reception admissions this year alone.  The extra number of places required was equivalent to 25 new primary schools. SCC had set aside £140m over four years to increase the supply of primary school places. The Government had provided £16m for the current year as part of the funding settlement.  Peter Martin had impressed on Michael Gove that providing school places was the priority.  

· Looking to the future, Peter Martin hoped that Surrey’s great strength of working together would continue. His style had been to seek consensus which had paid dividends in Surrey, eg in getting a new deal for primary schools.  Governors, headteachers, the local authority and the Government all needed to work together.  The focus needed to be well run schools with good headteachers doing their best for the children. There was tremendous budgetary pressure and this would continue but there was a need to look after all children whatever their challenges. 

In conclusion, Peter Martin said that it had been a great privilege to work with the chairs of  governors over the last four years. 

Tim Hall introduced himself and summarised his career to date.  He was working to get up to speed on the education brief and was this week starting a tour of schools. Tim Hall emphasised that he was here to hear and listen: he genuinely wanted to be helpful. He wanted to ensure that every Surrey child had a good school to go to. He would be happy to receive requests to visit schools but had limited availability before Christmas. 

Academy Conversions – Catherine Pavlides

Catherine Pavlides gave a presentation on overall considerations and specific issues for Governors  considering converting to academy status and good practice consultation.  The Authority understood that academy status provided some freedoms for schools but Surrey schools had many of these already and there were some risks and issues. Since September the level of additional resources had reduced and it was not clear how sustainable this was. The local authority had not always been included in the consultation process but it was beneficial to all to include them. See slides of presentation attached to the minutes. 

PJ Wilkinson summarised SCC’s policy on conversion to academy status. The authority wanted good relationships with all Surrey schools whether or not they were academies and would work with all schools whatever their status.  The general advice to schools was that it was not necessary for any Surrey school to become an academy and there was value in keeping all schools within the current arrangements to avoid reducing the pool of resources which was used to help schools in difficulties.  Once a governing body had made a decision, SCC would work with them whatever the decision.  Schools were advised to contact Catherine Pavlides early on if they were thinking about becoming an academy. 

Questions from Governors and the response

Q
What are the additional responsibilities for governors of academies?

A
For community schools, governors would have to take on responsibility for areas such as admissions, health and safety, HR and business continuity planning. Foundation and VA school governors would see less change as they already owned land and had HR responsibilities.  Governors would have to take on a bigger responsibility as an employer including budgets for staff, tribunals etc. They would also be answerable if the school failed: no-one would automatically step in though DfE might do so and appoint a new governing body or trust. Most schools who had become academies were still buying in Babcock 4S services though they might look elsewhere in future and would then have to choose between offers in the marketplace. 

Q
Is it pupil numbers which make secondary schools more keen than primary schools to convert to academy status?

A
For most secondary schools, particularly those who converted early, the additional money was the attraction. For primary schools the sum of money is smaller but the risks are as great and it is not a challenge many primary schools want to take on. 

Q
It would be helpful if officers treated maintained schools as customers. Is there anywhere else such schools can go for services?

A
It is assumed that non-academies will buy admissions, payroll etc from the authority. Kent County Council are experimenting with treating all schools in the same way whether or not they are academies. Peter Martin was not sure that Surrey would want to go that way as they have relatively few academies.   PJ Wilkinson said the days when an authority could tell schools what they would have were over. In Surrey the aim was to have more decisions taken locally with schools having a say in what happened. He wanted to see co-design and co-management for all schools. 

Chairs of Governors of Schools which had converted to academy status were invited to comment on 

the basis of their experience.  Two Chairs commented as follows:

· SCC’s one-sided presentation was disappointing. The process of conversion was not as difficult as is made out. The advantages for schools are financial and taking control of their own destiny.  All governing bodies should consider with an open mind if academy status is best for them.  This Chair’s school was keen to work with other schools collectively.  There are examples of primary schools collaborating to become academies.  Governing bodies need to consider the issues with support from their local authority. 

· Endorses the comments above. For this Chair’s school, finance was the issue.  They had bought back many local authority services but in certain areas these were not sufficiently competitive. Going forward SCC and Babcock 4S needed to sharpen their commercial offerings.  Schools should not be put off by the process: three governors at this Chair’s school had run the process.  Support from DfE had been lacking and they had been unable to answer many questions. 

Sue Boustead said that since September Babcock 4S had been inundated with requests from governing bodies for training sessions on academies.  These sessions covered both sides of the question and always tried to be objective. The DfE was still writing guidance for governing bodies.     

Q 
Would it be possible to have in depth case studies/presentations from primary and secondary schools which have  become academies?   

A
The Authority will look at this. 

Q 
Where a number of schools are moving to academy status, which local authority services are most at risk?

A
Special needs is the area where the Authority are most vulnerable because this is a growing area. 

Q
Primary schools tend to be less clear about the benefits of academy status.  The Authority has previously talked about setting up a way of schools working together in a way which is financially efficient. Is there any stage at which the experiment will be deemed to be successful? 

A
Money was spent on partnerships a few years ago but funding for confederations has been partly withdrawn. SCC are keen to get schools working in partnership and are looking at re-arranging the department to get more local teams to help schools work together.  The answer on whether the academies experiment has worked is a political issue.  There is a suspicion that the funding bonus for academies will reduce. Not all academies will do well and not all non-academies will do badly. 

Peter Martin thanked P J Wilkinson and Catherine Pavlides for their input. 

Development of School Places – Liz Hanrahan

Liz Hanrahan gave a presentation on what SCC wanted to achieve, the demographic pressures and 

projected needs in primary and secondary and the action taken and planned to meet these, 

including outcomes from the Rapid Improvement Event (RIE).  See slides of presentation attached to 

the minutes.  School Organisation in Surrey (SOIS) is available to download from the SCC website.  

Questions from Governors and the response

Q
What happens as more schools become academies and don’t want to expand?

A
SCC has always had a collaborative approach. Most schools are interested in what expansion will provide and there are a lot of incentives. SCC cannot force academies to expand but will pay for them to do so. The Authority wants to expand schools irrespective of status.  At present everyone is signed up to working together for the benefit of children. 

Q
Are secondary projections based purely on demographics or has the increase in the participation age been factored in?

A
This had not been included as there is little information at present. 

Q
The questioner was interested in the protocol for school expansion plans as they would appreciate more transparency on communications.  Expansion is time-consuming and frustrating for governing bodies. The Authority needed to be more constructive in approach with governing bodies. 

A
Agrees that a protocol is needed not just for making decisions but for communication with schools.  Tim Hall added that the RIE had identified the need to start the planning process earlier. 

Q
When doing demographic planning, what account is taken of the situation in neighbour authorities and is planning done in co-operation with them?

A
SCC works closely with other authorities and their actions influence SCC’s provision.  Peter Martin added that SCC was a net importer of children, importing more children than it exported to other authorities. This caused no problem with revenue funding as funding follows the child but it did cause problems with capital funding. The Elmbridge birthrate was the highest in the county and there was also an alarming ricochet effect from London as well as the impact of children who would have gone to private schools but would not do so now because of fiscal pressures. 

Q
Is there currently a five year capital programme?

A
There is a capital programme but it contains only proposals not firm decisions.  There tend to be changes because of difficulties with land purchase. With the protocol there would be time-limited decision-making.  Peter Martin added that money had been set aside year by year for additional places. The Capital Board met monthly but the situation kept changing  for green belt reasons, land reasons and changes in predictions. It was difficult to decide three years in advance whether or not to build a school. 

Q
Does the capital programme have any direct implications for refurbishment?

A
No, there are separate budgets for maintenance and the Authority is fighting hard to keep these. 

Q
Is there any possibility of re-opening schools which have closed?

A
The Authority will look at these if they are suitable.  Some sites which it was thought five years ago were not needed have been bought back. 

General questions and responses

Q
Applicants don’t always turn up: can the admissions process be speeded up?

A
There is a reasonable set of rules but parents can take a long time to reply and the number of late applicants is rising.  In general children will not be turned away from schools because their parents did not meet the deadline for reply. Tim Hall encouraged schools to contact parents and try to engage with them early. 

Q
The meetings with chairs of governors tend to focus on school places and structures. What about things which can be put in place to raise standards?

A
There is currently a debate on exams and whether to go back to the old system of a fixed percentage for each grade. Everyone is interested in raising standards not only for the most able academically but also for those who are less able. It is hoped that the Early Years experiment will be beneficial in terms of closing the gap between high and lower achievers at a later stage. 

Q
Are the projections  focused on mainstream schools only or do they also apply to special schools?

A
Special schools are affected by the increase in the general population.  Autism is a more commonly diagnosed condition and more places are needed for these children. 

Q
Schools now regularly receive children with special educational needs (SEN) but the letter does not include their points so it is difficult to plan staffing and other support and it always ends up as a battle.

A
The fundamental difficulty is that the Authority cannot give every child all they would want  because of the resources issue. Children with SEN are given the necessary minimum to meet their needs. The Authority tries to work with the law and parents and put in the extra help needed. This is more a matter of negotiation when the child has no statement.  The Green Paper on Special Needs contained some radical proposals but it is not clear if these will happen.  It can’t be hidden that there is a rationing process but the Authority tries to help those most in need. There are some difficulties in working with the health service but it is hoped this will improve after health services are reorganised. 

Q
The majority of a small school’s budget is spent on staffing. Are there any indications of cuts in funding for next year?

A
There is no information at present but the expectation is that there will be a standstill on budgets.  

In conclusion, Peter Martin thanked those who had made the meeting possible: Sue Boustead and

Esther Stovell for the meeting arrangements and Jennifer Knight, the note-taker. 

Sue Boustead on behalf of all chairs of governors, thanked Peter Martin for all he had done for 

education and welcomed Tim Hall to his new role. 

Peter Martin thanked chairs of governors for attending and wished them luck for the rest of the 

academic year. 










The meeting ended at 9.15pm
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