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LEARNING & CULTURE SCRUTINY COMMITTEE – 11th May 2004

REVIEW OF USE OF SCHOOL PREMISES FOR COMMUNITY PURPOSES

Section 1 ~ SUMMARY

1. The Scrutiny Committee asked the Lead Member Review Group to identify local community needs for access to school facilities, to assess the degree of current non-school usage, and to bring back a report with key findings.  The group were asked to consider if there were further opportunities to be realised and how well co-ordination was being achieved.  The specific objectives of the review are set out in the scoping document in Appendix 1.

2. Whilst the Committee do not wish to dictate how schools should behave, they have taken as their starting point a responsibility to the electorate to ensure the best use of the resources schools represent.  It is acknowledged that schools are semi-autonomous institutions that are run by their governors.  Each school will take a different view as to their particular priorities and responsibilities, and the Committee have been mindful to listen and respond to these when gathering evidence to inform this Review.

3. There are three main reasons for identifying ways in which the Council can provide better support to schools to respond to the challenge of involving their communities more.  Schools are located on sites owned by the County Council and as such it is the County’s strategic responsibility to ensure an ‘efficient use of plant’ as a whole.  In addition, the Committee have found good evidence that schools themselves can benefit from greater community use, and that the achievement of their pupils can be increased by good levels of community involvement.  One witness spoke of some recent research that showed that aspirations for children rise when parental involvement in schools increases.  




Moreover, the County has duties not just to the school community but also to the wider community.  

4. The Committee recognises that there is much that is good to be found in current arrangements for use of school premises for community purposes.  For example the audit of current use identified a number of schools that are already well used by the community in a number of different and innovative ways.  

5. The Review also found scope for improvement.  A finding endorsed by a Best Value Review, which similarly recommended “opening schools for community use”.
  This report presents the Committee’s recommendations as to some of the steps that should be taken to achieve better outcomes.  Outcomes that incidentally would appear to have the support of pupils.
  We hope that these are to be welcomed not just by the Executive but also by schools themselves in the spirit of the search for continuous improvement that Scrutiny represents.

6. It is up to the authority to provide services and guidance which will make it easy for Governing Bodies to put changes into place, and to encourage them to take the long view that increasing their engagement with the community is advantageous.  Other similar authorities seem to be doing better in this regard and Oxfordshire has some work yet to do around developing a vision & communicating this effectively to schools.  The Committee would like to see a concerted effort by Learning & Culture to improve their support for Governors and school management in this area.

7. The review uncovered a perception amongst some schools that the Local Authority is ‘dragging its feet’.  Current guidance has not been updated since 1995.  This perception needs to be confronted and reversed, with straightforward and well-communicated policies being put into place.  This task must be given to a named lead officer, or a new post created to ensure action is taken.  Experience from elsewhere shows that significant progress can be made when there is enthusiasm from the Local Authority.

8. A lack of information has featured heavily in the responses to the surveys from both schools and the users and potential users in the community.  The Committee feels that the formation of lettings partnerships and more co-operative inter-school liaison will make things much easier for both schools and users.  There is a role for the Authority to play in supporting the establishment of such networks.  The Committee believes that far from seeing such support as a burden most schools would welcome a framework that they could pick up ‘off the shelf’ to save them ‘reinventing the wheel’.

9. Busy schools in Oxfordshire are already making a surplus from their non-school lettings.  However, costs are problematic for many, in that they are sometimes too high for potential users to afford, and yet sometimes too low to ensure that schools are not subsidising non-school activities.  Some authorities, such as Wiltshire, have a subsidy policy that can be very helpful in this regard.  The Committee would like to see something similar in Oxfordshire.  It is not just about efficiency and profit though, and it would be helpful to produce guidance on how to square the (sometimes competing) demands of profit with added value to the community.

10. Many agencies are under-using school premises, but this is perhaps of special concern for social welfare and health services.  This is because such services can help schools, by providing improved access to these services for both teachers and the community.  Moreover such links would help to pave the way for the closer integration of all children’s services that has been outlined recently by the Minister for Children.

11. There are a number of real practical and logistical difficulties involved in moving forward.  Schools do not always have separate entrances, security systems and heating can often not be isolated, and there are concerns about staff shortages and insurance issues.  Each school experiences its own set of problems, according to its own unique characteristics to do with age, location, design, size, etc.  It is important that these are recognised and that a one-size fits all approach is not imposed.  However, the Committee would like to see many of these addressed by Learning & Culture developing an enabling vision that supports schools in tackling their particular problematic issues.  Once a critical mass of community users has been achieved, then certain economies of scale can be realised and some difficulties overcome.  Success in dealing with these is likely to be incremental, but individual schools in Oxfordshire and other authorities prove that such problems are surmountable.

12. Making adaptations to schools when they are being maintained, and ensuring any new builds take thorough notice of community use requirements will slowly tackle some of the barriers.  Some investment will be needed, to improve infrastructural arrangements and to maintain premises.  But investment in schools, in community education and in community work takes place already, and it may be that this can be re-focused to achieve the outcomes this research suggests without much additional finance.  The Committee hope to see the Executive develop clear proposals to demonstrate how they will use existing resources in new and different ways.

RECOMMENDATIONS

This recommendation covers the main outcome the Committee would like to see schools achieving:

R3) The Committee RECOMMEND the Executive to instruct Learning & Culture to request all school Governing Bodies’ Premises Committees make a plan in partnership with other schools as appropriate by Dec 2005 for how they will open up their premises, and to vary their own terms and conditions to make addressing this issue a central part of their own activity.  These plans should be lodged with the post holder identified in R5, who will in turn report on progress to the Executive.

The following 17 recommendations cover the changes the Committee would like to see from within the County Council in order to enable schools to achieve R1:

R4) The Committee RECOMMEND the Executive to host an event (or events) to launch this drive for wider use of schools.

R5) The Committee RECOMMEND the Executive to lead by example by: -

(i) by issuing guidance to all Directorates to prioritise wherever practicable the use of schools over other venues (such as commercial conference facilities) when holding Council related meetings out of County Hall, and 

(ii) by booking its own away-days, etc. in schools rather than conference centres, wherever possible.

R6) The Committee RECOMMEND the Executive to spread awareness amongst Headteachers and Governors of their aims in this area by: -

(i) producing flyers and web-based promotional literature

(ii) creating new area on the web-site for information updates

(iii) establishing ‘broker contacts’ within Governor Services

(iv) providing appropriate training for governors.

R7) The Committee RECOMMEND the Executive to identify an existing officer whose job description is capable of being changed to incorporate responsibility for the planning, marketing and overseeing of lettings partnerships, to maintain a database of lettings partnerships, and to be a central point of contact for initial enquiries and school concerns; OR to use Extended Schools monies to fund an ‘Extended Partnerships Coordinator’ to take on the role.

R8) The Committee RECOMMEND the Executive to instruct Learning & Culture to produce a thorough guidance pack for schools by Sep 2004, containing all the essential elements described in this report, and to update this guidance via the web-page identified in R4.

R9) The Committee RECOMMEND the Executive to require the post-holder identified in R5 to develop an advertising/ marketing strategy for school partnerships to use that can be rolled out in stages as community use increases.

R10) The Committee RECOMMEND the Executive to link their consideration of this report to the review of property assets and ask Directorates to consider writing an action plan for how they wish to respond to both reviews.

R11) The Committee RECOMMEND the Executive to instruct Learning & Culture to devise an action plan for getting schools to organise themselves into lettings partnerships by Sep 2005, in order to ensure that there is a shared Lettings or Community Manager, and a central clearing scheme for premises bookings, in place in each locality.

R12) The Committee RECOMMEND the Executive to create a subsidy policy to enable some hirers, when the objectives of the organisation involved are aligned to those of the County Council, to take lettings when they cannot afford the true costs.

R13) The Committee RECOMMEND the Executive to instruct Learning & Culture and Social & Health Care to work together to identify a number of trailblazing schools that could provide a resource base for Social & Health Care staff, as well as furnishing them with a list of schools that would be suitable venues to host meetings.

R14) The Committee RECOMMEND the Executive to instruct Learning & Culture to approach the Ambulance Trust to see if certain schools could provide facilities on site for the Ambulance service to use or rent.

R15) The Committee RECOMMEND the Executive to interpret their approaches to the Ambulance Trust in R12 as a model or precedent for similar opportunities with other public services in future.

R16) The Committee RECOMMEND the Executive to establish a ring-fenced pot of money from within premises development budgets that will be used by schools to make adaptations or otherwise upgrade their facilities to make them more amenable to wider use (e.g. installing separate entrances, altering heating controls, etc).

R17) The Committee RECOMMEND the Executive to identify ways that they can support ‘invest to save’ principles, by ensuring that the spending priorities of L&C’s Premises Development Group incorporate community use as a criterion so that preferential treatment is given to such proposals, and by informing schools & Governor Services of the named contact person to advise schools on the process and new criterion.

R18) The Committee RECOMMEND the Executive to ensure that no new building is done without a ‘community-use audit’ being conducted first to inform the design.

R19) The Committee RECOMMEND the Executive to use the post-holder identified in R5 to help schools by:-

(i) Developing an action plan for negotiating pooled care-taking arrangements or some other such protocol to increase the availability of care-taking staff

(ii) providing guidance in the planning and management role of letting their school, such that a critical mass of use can be generated to justify potential additional staff costs.

R20) The Committee RECOMMEND the Executive to require L&C to produce a new and cheaper opt-in insurance package for schools and to develop clearer guidance on risk-assessment to reassure nervous governors.








































� Best Value Review of Achievement in Secondary Schools, Oxfordshire County Council, April 2003, p.32


� As found in a recent consultation exercise carried out by the Children’s Rights Leads Group
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