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SECONDARY SCHOOL PROVISION IN BICESTER

Report by Interim Director for Children, Young People & Families

Introduction

1. This Report outlines the position regarding Secondary School places in the Bicester Area and proposes consultation on a series of options to ensure sufficient school places are provided in the long term to serve the Bicester Schools catchment areas.

Background
2. Students need to be prepared to engage with the economic, social and cultural changes which will dominate life in the early 21st Century with new work and leisure patterns and with the rapid expansion of communication technologies. In 15 years time, most people will have at least 5 or 6 jobs/careers in their working lifetime. This will require a curriculum flexible enough to be tailored to need, with an emphasis on vocational relevance to the world of work.

3. The Government is placing emphasis on collaboration between schools and colleges to provide a wider range of learning pathways and personalised learning for 14-19 year olds with the introduction of 15 new diplomas, over a five year period from 2008. In March 2007, the local 14-19 Partnership learned they had passed, unconditionally, through the ‘Gateway’ and gained approval to run the first 14-19 Diploma (Engineering) in Oxfordshire from September 2008.  The diploma carries with it £1m capital funding.

4. There is a greater role for the Learning & Skills Council (LSC) who not only have a strategic role in respect of planning for post 16 education but also have capital funds for post 16 expansion.

5. There are a number of important issues underlying provision in Bicester.  Only 25% of sixteen year olds transfer into the Bicester Community College (BCC) Sixth Form from BCC and The Cooper School (11-16).   Only 85% of Year 6 in primary schools transfer to the local secondary schools.  There was some movement outside of Bicester earlier than this.  Despite significant housing growth from Bicester there are 350 surplus places in the schools.  There continues, however, to be significant new housing growth within the schools catchment areas with developments at Upper Heyford and South West Bicester (Gavray Drive) among others, committing around additional 3600 houses to 2016 with a further 2000 beyond that.
6. The current capacity of two schools is about 2600 (BCC 1450, Cooper School 1150).  If the current pattern of transfer from new housing were to continue then around 3000 places in total would be required.  There is very little room for further expansion at the Cooper School site but it may be feasible to expand BCC to around 1800.  This is probably the maximum that could be accommodated on the school site and still provide sufficient team game playing fields.  However, it may not be reasonable to plan for existing staying on and transfer rates.  If average continuation rates into Sixth Form and 11+ transfer into Secondary were to happen in Bicester then we would be looking into accommodating at least an additional 250 – 300 pupils. In addition staying on rates are expected to increase therefore it is reasonable to look for an additional 850 places over and above that currently available and above that which could be provided on the existing school sites.

7. Within the proposals for development of approximately 1500 houses in South West of Bicester a site is reserved for secondary school provision.
8. Bicester has had extremely limited further education provision for many years.  Students have to travel to Banbury or Oxford in order to participate in post -16 vocational education and there have been no opportunities for adults to pursue such courses in Bicester.  The Oxford & Cherwell Valley College’s Engineering facility in Telford Road is the only Further Education facility run by the College in the town and is currently used by 14-16 year old students from The Cooper School and BOC.

9. The two secondary schools have therefore taken the lead in providing vocational education for 14-16 years olds and in the case of Bicester Community College have provided some vocational education for 16-19 year olds.  BCC has been the lead institution for an Increased Flexibility programme for 14-16 year olds, working in collaboration with The Cooper School and Gosford Hill School, providing courses in Catering, Hairdressing, Rural Science and Skills for Working Life.

10. In towns of similar size to Bicester (Abingdon, Witney and Didcot) there are joint Sixth Form provisions which work well and all schools are designated 11-18.  Two secondary schools have worked towards this for some time, with some teachers from The Cooper School teaching A Level courses at BCC. The two Bicester secondary schools and Oxford & Cherwell Valley College have worked together with officers during the last nine months to look at options and needs.

11. The Government is encouraging greater diversity, collaboration and innovation and will encourage creative options and collaborative models.  While schools are being encouraged to take advantage of greater freedoms, local authorities are expected to take a strategic role over school organisation but must take into account parental views.

Proposed Way Forward

12. It is now appropriate to consider public consultation on the best options available for developing provision within the Bicester catchment area.  Although clear costs and timescales need to be developed given the availability of a site in the South West of Bicester, it is important decisions are made now to enable plans to be developed so that the appropriate infrastructure can be provided and funding secured including developer contributions.  Over £5m of developer contributions has already been secured towards the new provision and the expectation is that working in collaboration with the LSC, additional funding would be available from their 16-19 capital allocation and other new housing developments.  It may be that this new development would be phased so that some additional funding through the government’s Building Schools for the Future Programme may become available for Oxfordshire’s first phase from 2015 onwards.

(a) Option A

Provision of a Learning Facility on the new site which would provide specialist facilities, not available on the existing school sites, to support a range of courses and new diplomas for students aged 14-19 and beyond.  This facility would be part of a collaborative learning model supporting a number of learning pathways designed to promote accelerated academic learning, including ‘A’ levels, and supported practical learning.  A. Rationale and Model is attached at Annex 1.  It would be run jointly by the two secondary schools, both catering for 11 – 18 year olds, and the Oxford and Cherwell Valley College.  As well as providing for the young people of Bicester, the site could provide learning opportunities for adults 

Advantages

This option would :

· Provide access overtime to 15 new diplomas and courses e.g. in Engineering, Hospitality and Catering, Business, Retail, Sport and Leisure and functional skills which currently students have to travel elsewhere to take.

· Address perceived skills shortages in Bicester industry/business.

· Provide facilities necessary to support Bicester’s first Diploma line (Engineering) approved for implementation from September 2008.

· Promote life-long learning – students having aspirations to take higher-level courses.

· Respond to Government expectation of collaboration.

· Ensure post-16 education and training rates increase another Government target.

· Enable adults to pursue vocational courses in the day time and in the evenings.

· Assist The Cooper School in recruitment of teachers wanting A Level Work.

Concerns

Issues over management, control (governance) and student movement would need to be resolved.

(b) Option B

To enable growth only within the existing school sites.

Advantages

This option would:

· Lower cost overall.

· Allow the schools to be able to develop further their existing good practice with economy of scale enable greater provision.

· Maintain and support current provision.

Concerns
· This would provide very little flexibility to cater for long-term growth, improved staying on rates or the academic and vocational needs for the future.

· No opportunity for FE provision.

· Limited scope for expansion at The Cooper School.

· Access issues at Bicester Community College.

(c) Option C

Provide for the new places with a new school in south west Bicester.  It is likely to be in the region of about 850 places and could be either 11-16 or 11-18.  It would need to match the current pattern of provision.

Advantages

· New school with new facilities.

· Could work together with other schools.

Concerns

· Little immediate investment at other schools – not a level playing field.

· Would not provide purpose built facilities e.g. in Construction.

· Would rely on negotiation among separate leadership teams and governors to reach agreement over development of innovative curriculum and learning models to meet requirements of the 14 -19 curriculum, with potential to restrict number of pathways to higher education.

· Would be open to a “competition” as to who would run it.

· Would take a number of years to reach its full size.

13. Under the current School Organisation regulations it is possibly that the increase in the post 16 numbers through growth and hopefully increased participation may require a 16-19 competition which would involve the local schools and college with the Learning and Skills Council as a key decision maker.  The LSC has indicated that it would not require a competition for Option A.

14. Officers have been working very closely with the schools to narrow the range of deliverable options and to develop a 14-19 model to assist with the presentations through any consultation process.  Discussions have been taking place on a similar model in other parts of the County.  This is to reflect the Government emphasise on a 14-19 curriculum particularly to provide opportunities for students and to engage with economic, social and cultural changes with the expectation that in five years time all students will be expected to have post 16 compulsory provision.  A detailed consultation plan is being produced in conjunction with the schools, The Oxford & Cherwell Valley Further Education College and the Learning and Skills Council which will include public meetings at both secondary schools.

15. The consultation to take place between May and July with a further report to Cabinet in the Autumn on the outcome of the consultation.

RECOMMENDATION

16. The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to agree Consultation within Bicester catchment area, based on the options outlined in this paper, subject to agreement of the consultation plan by the Cabinet Member for Schools Improvement.  
JIM CROOK

Interim Director for Children Young People & Families

Background papers:

Nil. 

Contact Officer:  
Judith Morris, Head of Educational Effectiveness, Tel (01865) 810 526.

Michael Mill, Strategic Manager (Property and Assets), Tel (01865) 816 458

May 2007

ANNEX 1

Bicester Growth Agenda: The Rationale for New Education Facilities

Background
1. Forecasts for employment trends indicate a continuance in the growth of high-tech sectors, offering science, technology and research-based occupations, alongside a decline in traditional sectors such as ‘heavy’ manufacturing and engineering, professional services and elementary occupations.

2. The projected new housing growth and the planned economic strategy for the Bicester area require residents and businesses to be equipped with the relevant skills and knowledge to make a significant contribution to the future economic prosperity of the area.

3. Bicester enjoys an excellent location and transport links, sufficient to encourage new business into the vicinity and to enable those residents possessed of high-level skills to travel out to work.  To avoid becoming a ‘dormitory’ type of town, Bicester needs to offer its residents a high-quality ‘lifestyle’ environment, i.e. restaurants, theatre, entertainment, health and well-being facilities, supported by an adequate supply of relevant and highly valued skills.  This will support new and existing business’ ability to recruit new employees from within and outside the locality, ensuring their growth and long-term viability.

4. In the absence of the availability of suitable, highly-qualified and skilled individuals, existing and potential new businesses may look to locating elsewhere.  This would leave Bicester with predominately low-income opportunities for those unable to travel out to secure better opportunities and/or who are in need of further skills and knowledge development.  Failure to address this situation may hinder the town and its environs from developing into a vibrant and attractive place to live and work.  

Surrounding areas  

5. All these factors offer an unprecedented opportunity for close attention to be given to the current educational facilities and how they might be developed to meet current and future requirements.

6. Clearly there is a need for Bicester residents to be possessed of high-level skills for science and technology-based businesses and ‘lifestyle’ businesses.  They need to be confident and flexible in their approach to work, and possessed of advanced communication and enterprise skills, capable of being applied as an employee or entrepreneur.

How a New Education Facility can deliver the promise

7. Current educational provision offered by the schools and Oxford and Cherwell Valley College Specialist Centre, provides a range of academic and vocational programmes, many of which are delivered collaboratively to enhance the learning experience of the young people and their competence in the application of relevant work-place skills.

8. However the lack of more comprehensive further education facilities in the area means that many young people and adults who wish to pursue more practical and/or flexible progression routes or study a range of subjects or topics other than those currently offered, have to travel out of Bicester after the compulsory phase of education.  The impetus to develop wider curriculum options is also being driven by the approaching requirement for a learner entitlement to access all 15 lines of learning.  New arrangements are needed to facilitate this and enable learners to remain in the local area, having made choices from a broader range of learning opportunities.

9. These increased and more diverse choices will also offer young people and adults options which motivate and encourage them to remain in learning and to develop the higher-level skills that business wants and needs.  At the same time this will have the effect of driving up levels of achievement across the population, developing enterprise and entrepreneurship skills in young people, raising their aspirations and ambitions, and those of families, for their future prosperity.

10. Enhanced educational facilities will also provide better and more diverse learning opportunities and flexible options for adults in employment and offer them the chance to develop new skills and knowledge, allowing them to learn how to apply them to make a more significant contribution to the business they work in, to secure higher-level employment or start in business on their own account.

The benefits of a new skills centre as part of these arrangements

11. The growth agenda presents a unique opportunity to extend the education facilities for Bicester, which could be dealt with in a number of ways:

· Surplus capacity in the existing schools could be used initially to address additional requirements for places brought about by the increased number of homes in the area, but it would be difficult for the existing sites to accommodate predicted long term growth particularly if staying on rates improve.  In addition, this approach would create pressure on specific facilities, such as science labs and the current issue of the lack of FE provision would not be addressed.

· A new school could be built and collaborative arrangements extended to allow its students a measure of choice.  However this is likely to mean that there would continue to be a lack of purpose built facilities for practical skills development opportunities, little or no upward progression pathways, especially for adults whilst the curriculum offered at any one of the schools would be limited.  In addition those children attending the existing schools could be deprived of access to new ‘state-of-the-art’ facilities.

12. The development of a new facility offering space and resources for the delivery of wider, collaborative learning options and an attractive, empowering environment in which young people and adults can thrive and develop their workplace skills in a ‘real’ workplace setting, will deliver unparalleled choices and chances for many.  

13. If Bicester can offer employers a highly-skilled workforce and exploit those existing characteristics which make it attractive to business such as its location and transport links, then there is an unprecedented opportunity to take the town forward into a new age of sustainable, economic prosperity, delivering economic well-being for all.
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