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Introduction

1. The purpose of the report is to provide an update on pupil numbers in primary schools and the implications for Oxfordshire.  In line with the national position the number of pupils is falling, however, at the same time there is some significant new housing in large new estates across the county.  In providing its school places the local authority has a duty to ensure value for money.  37,300 houses are identified in the Oxfordshire Structure Plan 2016 to be built in the period 2001-2016, of which 8,294 were completed by April 2005.  A further 9,424 had planning permission and are included in the forecasts.  In addition to this the South East Plan, currently out to consultation, allocates further housing for the period 2016-2026, most significantly to Bicester, Didcot and Grove.  In addition to this there are a number of changes in the national and strategic context.

National Context

2. New legislation as currently proposed in the Education & Inspections Bill will provide a strategic role for local authorities.  They will have a duty to promote choice, diversity and fair access as well as enhanced powers to ensure high standards.  School Organisation Committees will be abolished and local authorities will assume the power to decide statutory proposals in line with its new role.  The current requirements to hold a competition when the need for a new secondary school is identified, the fast track process to Foundation status and legislation relating to the expansion of ‘popular and successful’ schools are all likely to be extended to primary schools. 

3. At the same time the Government is keen to draw attention to the rise in surplus places and require local authorities to take action to reduce the overall number of places where necessary.  The Council’s position on surplus places in primary schools is to maintain 10% surplus places as representing value for money whilst giving flexibility to schools and enabling a reasonable amount of parental choice.  The Authority has an above average number of pupils attending their first choice school.  The number of surplus places in Oxfordshire primary schools is 13% (Audit Commission 2005).  It is difficult to quantify the cost of surplus places to the Authority but the element of the total primary school budget that is not pupil led is £31.18m.  13% of this budget is £4.05m.  In addition to this there are additional costs to non-delegated budgets such as repairs and maintenance.  The Authority receives credit approvals for basic need.  These allocations are determined by returns that are made annually to the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) - the “Section 21 return”.  The higher the number of surplus places that are reported the lower the funding the Authority receives.

4. The Government is creating a Primary Capital Fund from 2009/10 for all authorities with funding allocated on a formula basis.  In addition to this the Authority has been able to bid on a competitive basis for £4-5m worth of funding in 2008/9.  The basis for this is to demonstrate innovation and good practice in areas of greatest need both in terms of standards and buildings.  It is expected that if the bid is not successful then the first year of allocation will be used to deliver on the projects that have been put forward.  The aim would be to provide exemplar schemes that will provide a basis of good practice and ideas for other schools.  The Authority is required to produce a strategic implementation plan to be agreed with the DfES before funding is released.  The plan is to be based on the Children & Young People’s Plan and the ‘Every Child Matters’ outcomes.  There is a requirement to demonstrate joined up planning and funding.  This will be a key factor in determining where funding from this programme will be allocated.  The funding available over the country will allow half of primary schools to be refurbished or rebuilt over a 15 year period with the rest using their own resources, e.g. through devolved formula capital, to address their needs.  This is a significant process and some consideration needs to be given as to how it will be delivered and a strategic implementation plan is required that gives due regard to all of the above issues.  

5. The Government has also strengthened the presumption against the closure of rural schools.  It has also introduced additional targeted capital funding for collaborative projects for federations of schools with shared governance with funds of up to £500,000 focusing on deprived areas or rural communities with one school facing standards issues.  There are 3 bidding rounds up to June 2007.

Oxfordshire County Council’s Position

Surplus places 2004
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South East
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13%
12%
11%
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% of schools with over 25% surplus places and more than 30 surplus places
13%
13%
13%
12%

Source:  Audit Commission 2005

6. The Audit Commission report also indicated that if no action was taken then the number of surplus places in Oxfordshire would rise to 17% by 2008.  The Audit Commission also shows that the average primary school size in Oxfordshire is 179 pupils compared with the English counties average of 187.  Between 25% and 30% of schools have less than 100 pupils.

7. Latest forecasts demonstrate falling pupil numbers in every district apart from Oxford City.

8. For 2006 we will have 10% surplus places and 24 schools with 25% and more than 30 surplus places.  This stabilisation is a direct result of reviewing the use of spaces within schools alongside the implementation of new guidelines on the calculation of net capacity.  A major impact on the net capacity of schools is now the agreed admission numbers which can be amended, where possible, to minimise the recorded surplus places.  This does not, however, reduce the costs of those schools affected and cannot be maintained as a strategy.

Tackling Falling Rolls

9. A number of factors have influenced falling pupil rolls for schools across the country.  These include:

· Falling birth rates.

· Migration away from urban areas (inner city).

· The growth of student populations.

· Migration away from rural areas due to the decline in local industry, the lack of affordable housing and the growth of second homes.

10. The cost per pupil increases as school size falls and schools between 80 and 100 cost 16% more per pupil than the average nationally.  Similarly, nationally the fixed costs element of schools’ budgets represents 21% of the budget for a school of 420 pupils but 34% of the budget for a school of 60 pupils.  This year it is higher in Oxfordshire.  The cost per pupil in Oxfordshire’s largest school is £2,360 per pupil but £4,700 per pupil in the smallest.  The average is around £2,749.  It is also true that the smaller a school the larger its balances as a percentage of budget share: Oxfordshire schools with fewer than 50 pupils have average balances of 15.6% but schools with over 200 pupils have an average of only 1.8%.

11. Perhaps more fundamental is that as there are fewer pupils occupying the same buildings then there are higher unit costs and a greater burden on schools and the local authority in maintaining the school building stock.

12. There are significant school improvement issues for small schools, including the increasing impact of workload and teaching on Headteachers; the greater proportionate impact if there are some poor teachers at the school or if a teacher leaves; and the ability of the school to deliver the full primary curriculum with or without partnership support. Teaching staff have to carry a number of curriculum coordinator roles without receiving additional teaching and learning allowances that might be available in larger schools. Headteachers too often carry such roles as well as having to provide the same level of leadership and management as in a larger school without necessarily having anyone to whom they can delegate. Despite the differences in sizes and infrastructures, small primary schools are judged by the same Ofsted criteria as larger primary schools.  There are therefore some clear advantages for small schools to work with larger primaries through federal or collaborative arrangements to offer a better educational experience to the pupils as well as reducing the pressures on the teaching and support staff.  The target for schools to raise attainment further, by providing extended services to pupils, families and the local community, is also going to be met more effectively through such collaboration and effective premises development. 

13. A school becoming unpopular - or indeed popular - can have a significant impact on the school’s organisation.  However the issue of falling rolls is not to be understood simply as a rural schools issue.  Schools with falling rolls in areas with more places than pupils can easily get into rapidly declining spirals that affect their financial and educational viability.  This is particularly the case when a number of schools with surplus places compete to attract pupils.  As competition becomes fiercer, winners and losers emerge.  Schools which lose pupils have to cut their expenditure so that they spend less on the buildings which as a result look increasingly tired and they allow areas of the school that are no longer required to deteriorate.  As the costs of maintenance, heating and lighting do not significantly reduce a significant amount of school resources ends up being devoted to maintain the building that was built to serve a larger pupil population.

A Way Forward

14. The impetus of the Primary Capital Fund, the implementation of the Children & Young People’s Plan and increasing surplus places calls for a thorough and systematic review represented below:


15. This could take the form of area reviews based on the 13 locality areas currently being established for the provision of services for children, young people and families.  It is suggested that a Programme Board is established to include Member, Headteacher, Governor and Diocesan representation to oversee the process.  This would involve:

· steering the overall process, key principles and information to be collected;

· guiding the work of area review teams that would analyse the base information, consult on options and make recommendations;

· liaising with the Children & Young People’s Board and making recommendations to the Cabinet; and

· guiding the work of strategic delivery teams in each area to implement the proposals.

Proposed Structure for Primary School Review


16. Such a process would not prevent other urgent issues being dealt with as the need arose that triggered a review under established principles.  It is also proposed that the following principles are adopted and worked up as part of the Board’s remit:

· An overriding vision for the future that schools are consulted on to inform future decision making.

· An overall target of 10% surplus places across the County but target figures of 8% in urban areas and 12% in rural areas.

· Support for rural schools as key partners in the local community but with plans based on schools of not less than half form of entry, i.e. 105 including Foundation Stage with the consideration of Federation or closure where smaller schools exist.  However the full costs of this must be considered, including transport.

· Support for the principle of 7, 10 or 14 class schools (including Foundation stage) as the option for the most efficient delivery of the curriculum.

· Preference for primary schools over separate infant and junior schools.

· Review of schools of less than 100 when the Headteacher leaves.

17. Such a process is likely to require additional focus and resources particularly to service the Programme Board and to oversee, in the first instance, the area review process.  A recommendation could be brought to the Programme Board as to how this might be taken forward in terms of the amount of additional resources required.  It would be possible to fund this from the Schools Capital Programme in anticipation of the first tranche of funding coming forward in 2009/10 from the Primary Capital Fund.

New Schools for New Communities

18. A number of new communities are being created in Oxfordshire.  The strategic planning of new estates often focuses on the creation of a community heart.  Many of these are so large that existing schools would not be able to cope and could not be considered part of the new community.  Innovative ideas will be taken forward to relocate existing successful schools with poor accommodation as part of a reorganisation proposal by transferring into new buildings on a new site along with the redefining of catchment areas and the expansion of other schools using the additional resources generated.  A recent example of this is the relocation of Dashwood School to the ‘Cattle Market’ site in Banbury.  This, however, is not always possible and new schools will be required in many cases.  Sites and funding are likely to be secured for new primary schools in the extension of Ladygrove in Didcot, Bankside in Banbury and Gavray Drive in Bicester - the latter subject to appeal.  Public consultation is now required as the next step to develop these schemes.

RECOMMENDATIONS
19. The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to:

(a) agree the principle of locality reviews of primary school provision and development of a strategic investment plan as described in the report;

(b) agree the arrangements proposed in the report for the creation of a Programme Board to oversee the process and appoint a Member to the Board;

(c) ask officers to report on progress and outcomes to the Cabinet Member for Schools Improvement;

(d) request officers to work with the Programme Board to develop and submit a pilot bid to the Targeted Capital Fund for a new federated model (as outlined in paragraph 5 of the report).

KEITH BARTLEY

Director for Children, Young People & Families

Background Papers:
Nil

Contact officer:
Michael Mill, Strategic Manager, Tel: 01865 816458
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