METROPOLITAN BOROUGH OF WIRRAL

CABINET -  18TH  JULY 2005

REVIEW OF PRIMARY SCHOOL PLACES: OUTCOME OF CONSULTATIONS ON OPTIONS PUT FORWARD FOR THE NORTH BIRKENHEAD/BEECHWOOD AND SOUTH BIRKENHEAD PLANNING AREAS

Executive Summary

1.0
This report advises the Cabinet of the outcomes of the consultation process which has taken place in the North Birkenhead/Beechwood and South Birkenhead planning areas, in respect of the options for consultation agreed at Cabinet on 10th February 2005.  These options were presented as a result of the report to Cabinet on 20th October 2004, which set out, in some detail, the position regarding primary school pupil numbers and school place provision across the Authority.  This report sets out the responses to the various options put forward for discussion, including additional suggestions put forward during the consultation process, and makes recommendations with regard to statutory proposals in each area under review.

Background

2.0
Context Of The School Organisation Plan
Until very recently (1st March 2005), School Organisation Committees were required by law to have regard to the School Organisation Plan when considering statutory proposals for changes to schools’ provision.  The plan itself was approved on a regular basis by the School Organisation Committee.  However the School Organisation Plan was one of seven statutory plans repealed by the Children Act 2004.  Nevertheless the general analysis and principles which the School Organisation Committee set out in that plan for the consideration of statutory proposals remain an important context when considering this report.

2.1.
DfES guidance on the School Organisation Plan states that

“The key purpose of the School Organisation Plan is to set out clearly how the Local Education Authority (LEA) plans to meet its statutory responsibility to secure sufficient education provision within its area in order to promote higher standards of attainment.  It should be designed to help the key stakeholders – LEA, schools, promoters, parents and local communities, understand what school places are needed at present and in future, and how they are provided.  Importantly it will be the starting point for the School Organisation Committee (SOC) for the area in considering statutory proposals for changes to schools”.

2.2
As indicated above, the plan contains the policies and principles proposed by the LEA and agreed by the School Organisation Committee for the planning of school provision.  These policies and principles are set out at Appendix 1 to the report.  It will be seen that the intention (prior to the abolition of the requirement to consider the plan) was that any proposal should be considered within the context of the principles set out in paragraphs 3 to 5 of the Policies and Principles.  There is an over-riding requirement that overall provision is effective and efficient, i.e. that there should be an appropriate balance between school places and the following principles/criteria: 

· parental preference 

· delivering the curriculum 

· meeting statutory and desirable goals on class sizes

· maintaining or promoting diversity

· SEN

· standards

· accessibility 

· (secondary schools only) post 16 provision

· contribution to the community.

Paragraph 4 of the Policies and Principles adds the issue of overall school size within the primary sector and paragraph 5 deals specifically with the objectives of the Diocesan authorities.

2.3
Following the presentation of the overall Primary School Place Provision report on 20th October 2004, Cabinet instructed that 3 Area Reviews be carried out : North Birkenhead/Beechwood, Central Birkenhead and South Birkenhead.  These areas equate to the small planning areas in the Authority’s School Organisation Plan.  The outcomes of these area reviews were reported to Cabinet on 10th February 2005 and a copy of the report is attached as Appendix 2.

2.4
Following consideration of that report, Cabinet agreed that no options would be brought forward for the Central Birkenhead small planning area at this time, although numbers and place provision would be kept under review.  A number of options for consultation were proposed in respect of North Birkenhead/Beechwood and the South Birkenhead small planning areas, which were:

  
A1

Close Vyner Primary and St Paul’s Catholic Primary.

A2
Close St Paul’s Catholic Primary and amalgamate Vyner Primary and    St Oswald’s CE (Controlled) Primary at the St Oswald’s site.

B1
Amalgamate St Oswald’s CE (Controlled Primary) and St Paul’s Catholic Primary at the St Oswald’s site, and amalgamate Vyner Primary and Manor Primary at the Manor site.

B2
Amalgamate St Oswald’s CE (Controlled Primary) and St Paul’s Catholic Primary at the St Oswald’s site, and close Vyner Primary.


These options were approved for consultation, with an amendment to option A2 to read:

A2
Close St Paul’s Catholic Primary, and amalgamate Vyner Primary and St Oswald’s CE Controlled Primary at either St Oswald’s site (A2O) or Vyner site (A2V).

Cabinet also instructed that an additional option(s) enabling Vyner Primary to remain open should be included in the consultation. The following options were drawn up by the Director and approved by the Cabinet member for Education and party leaders:

C1
Close St Paul’s Catholic Primary and St Oswald’s CE (Controlled) Primary.

C2
Close St Paul’s Catholic Primary and amalgamate St Oswald’s CE (Controlled) Primary and Manor Primary at the Manor site.

2.5
These options were within the context set out by the Director of Education and Cultural Services, of the need to reduce the growing number of primary school surplus places and took account of Audit Commission guidance on surplus places against a continuing fall in the number of primary age pupils.  In addition to removing unnecessary surplus places, the options were intended to make more effective use of resources, take account of patterns of parental preference, reflect the additional challenges of maintaining small schools in an urban area and contribute to the wider standards agenda through the more efficient use of resources.

2.6
The Cabinet resolution of 10th February 2005 required consultation to be “full and wide ranging” on the agreed options for discussion.  In order for all stakeholders to have access to relevant background information and have the opportunity to comment and respond, the following methods of consultation have been employed :

a)
A range of documentation has been produced and distributed.  This comprised:


(i) 
the full Consultation document sent to all schools in each area; local One-Stop shops, libraries and the Central Library; Wallasey Town Hall; the Hamilton Building (LEA Headquarters) and relevant Community Centres;

(ii)
a review pack comprising all the relevant background information sent to all the locations in (i) above;

(iii)
parents’/carers’ consultation leaflets and comments forms to all parents/carers, via all schools named in the options;

(iv)
standard letters to all the schools in the small planning areas, one format for schools named in the options and one for other schools in the small planning areas.

b)
A dedicated web-site on the Wirral Learning Grid was established and advertised on the council web-site, the council Intranet, and in the parents’ consultation leaflets and the standard letters to schools.  Almost 600 people have accessed the site which provided access to all the information produced in paper form and allowed e-mail responses to a dedicated e-mail address.

c)
Meetings were arranged for all interested stakeholders at each of the schools named in the options.  These meetings followed the same format, with a presentation on the overall position and the school specific position followed by, on average, ninety minutes of time for audience comments, feedback and questions.  The meetings were attended by parents, carers, staff, governors, Ward members and various other interested persons and bodies, including Diocesan representatives where appropriate.  Each meeting was chaired by a Cabinet member.  The dates for the meetings were in the parents’ leaflets and on the specific web-site and a general notice was published in the local press.

d)
Opportunities have been provided for other means of response.  Representative views from pupils have been sought and a considerable quantity of direct responses from pupils has been received.  Submissions have been received in paper, poster, CD, DVD, e-mail and Powerpoint formats – all of which will be made available before and at the Cabinet meeting on 18 July 2005, in addition to the summaries contained in this report.

e)
All of the relevant LEA documentation produced for the consultation has been shared with the Diocesan Bodies.

2.7
As was to be expected, each school community set out in the options and named for possible closure or amalgamation has made strong representations that these actions should not take place in respect of their school.  However, there has been an acceptance demonstrated at the meetings and in many of the other responses that the issue of surplus places does need to be addressed.  The consultation process and the presentation of LEA, small planning area and school data to this wider audience does appear to have persuaded most people of the need to reduce the number of school places, though understandably people wish to “defend” their school.

2.8
In addition to the detail set out below, further records of views put forward during the consultation period are attached as Appendices: see the list at the end of this report.  Feedback is set out school by school.  The record for each school brings together the responses from the meeting held at the school, together with any points raised in written or e-mail submissions to the Authority.

2.9   Response of the Wirral Schools Forum

Members should note that the Schools Forum of 28.6.05 passed the following resolution:

“Resolved - That Wirral Schools Forum recognises that the local education authority has a duty to maintain and fund schools in an efficient and effective manner.  This implies that the number of schools should reflect the pupil population and the needs of Wirral communities, which could mean the amalgamation or closure of schools for the efficiency and effectiveness of the service.”

North Birkenhead/Beechwood

This section refers to the specific issues in North Birkenhead/Beechwood.

3.0
Prior to Cabinet’s decision to consult on the options, there had been ongoing discussions between the Catholic Diocese of Shrewsbury and Church of England Diocese of Chester regarding the possibility of a joint denominational school at                  St Oswald’s site. Early in the consultation period, both diocesan bodies finally agreed that while open to the concept of joint  denominational school, it would not be a suitable solution in the Beechwood area. As a joint denominational school would require the support of both diocesan bodies, options B1 and B2 are not tenable as formal proposals.

3.1
Further suggestions were made as part of the consultation process: 

· Close St Paul’s Catholic Primary, merge Vyner Primary with Manor Primary at Manor

· Close Vyner Primary and St Laurence’s Catholic Primary

· Amalgamate Vyner Primary and St Oswald’s CE Primary, Close St Laurence’s Catholic Primary

· Amalgamate Manor Primary, Vyner Primary and St Oswald’s CE Primary

· Amalgamate Manor Primary and St Oswald’s CE Primary and close Vyner Primary

· Close Portland Primary

· Build a secondary school at Vyner to make a “super-school”

If the Cabinet decides to explore any of these suggestions as formal options, a further consultation must take place to enable those involved to make their views known.  A suggestion from the governors at St Paul’s, endorsed by the Diocese, has been to monitor the situation at St Paul’s Catholic Primary for three more years, before making decisions.  Further discussion of the suggestions is given in 4.19 – 4.33 below.

3.2
There were several key themes in the combined responses from consultees allied to the four schools named in the options:

· General understanding of the falling rolls situation and the need for change

· Effect of proposed housing changes on pupil numbers

· Respect for school staff in their skills and relationships with pupils and parents

· Educational standards and quality of provision

· Concern for the fate of closed buildings and sites 

· Disabled access

· Travel distance to school and the effect on traffic

· Disruption to pupils’ education and confidence

· Class sizes

· Effect of any change on children with special educational needs

· Choice of faith based and non-denominational education

· Deprivation of the area

· Importance of out of hours facilities, such as adult learning and breakfast clubs

· Relationship between school and community

· Access to green outdoor play areas

· Keeping friends and siblings together

· Staff redeployment

· Continuity of school over several generations.

3.3
Responses from the two Dioceses

The Diocese of Chester and the Diocese of Shrewsbury are key partners along with the LEA in making provision for the education of children in Wirral. The submissions from the two Dioceses have been included within the report at Appendix 8.  Cabinet is requested to give careful consideration to these responses.  Both Dioceses are represented separately on the School Organisation Committee and each has a vote on that Committee.

3.4
Diocese of Shrewsbury Education Service
The comments of the Diocese are framed in the form of an objection to all of the options for proposals which would involve the closure of St Paul’s Catholic Primary School.  If the Cabinet decided to pursue any of those options then the Diocese (as well as the governors of St Paul’s) will have a right to object formally to the proposals and  that will mean that such a proposal would have to be considered by the School 

Organisation Committee.  If that Committee were to be other than unanimous then the proposal would be referred for a decision to the Schools’ Adjudicator.  

The issues identified by the Diocese which the Cabinet and, if required, the Schools Organisation Committee and Adjudicator will need to consider appear to be as follows:

· The weight to be given to the argument for maintaining diversity and the contribution that St Paul’s makes to that.  It is the view of the Diocese that the nearest Catholic schools – Holy Cross, St Joseph’s, Upton and St Peter’s Noctorum, which are 1½ miles, 1½ and 1¼ miles away respectively, are too distant to be considered as offering effective choice for Catholic parents currently served by St Paul’s.

· The importance of the contribution of St Paul’s in serving the needs of its wider community.

· The Diocese argues that St Paul’s is financially and organizationally viable at its present size.  It has some existing arrangements with other schools to mitigate potential problems associated with its small size and is considering more formal partnerships. 

· That the governing body in partnership with the Diocese has already taken some steps to remove surplus places.

· That numbers in Catholic schools generally will be stable or will rise in the future.

· The Diocese makes out a case for “small” schools.

· Finally, the Diocese expresses some concerns about the process thus far in the conduct of the review. 

These points are commented on below.
3.5
The issue of the contribution of St Paul’s to the diversity of provision is perhaps the most significant issue for consideration.  It is both government policy and the policy of the council to maintain and encourage diversity of provision of various kinds for the benefit of Wirral children.  Wirral does offer a wide range of schools for parents and the choice offered by Catholic schools is a vital and major part of this diversity.  However populations change and the Catholic population in Wirral is no longer located in the same proportions across the Authority as it was forty or fifty years ago.  The Authority would welcome a long term strategic plan agreed with the Diocese which would reflect this change in where people live by a corresponding adjustment to provision.  In the case of St Paul’s, numbers have fallen considerably and alternative Catholic schools exist within what the DfES defines as “a reasonable distance”, ie for children under 8: 2 miles; for children over 8: 3 miles,  Holy Cross school is actually in the same parish.  It is accepted that there will be some parents who may be deterred by having to travel further and who may opt for a nearer community school; however that argument must be weighed against the other issues that need to be considered.  

3.6
The provision for the community: St Paul’s, in common with other schools,  has been developing its wider community provision.  Any courses operating at the school would transfer, if desired, to other schools in the neighbourhood if St Paul’s were to close.

3.7 
Financial and organisational viability and the question of small schools: these two issues will be commented on together.  The Authority funds its schools through the operation of its local funding formula.  The formula is designed so as to ensure that sufficient resources are made available to schools for the pupils they have to teach.  The formula ensures that, however small a school, it will have sufficient resources.  One would not therefore expect any school, simply through smallness, to become financially unviable.  What does happen is that small schools draw in a greater share of the resource per pupil from the total available for distributing among all schools.  


Since the total sum available for spending on all our children does not increase if we choose as an Authority to organise our children in more schools than is necessary for the efficient and effective delivery of education, it follows that the maintenance of small schools where this is not necessary, comes at the expense of all other children.  


The key questions therefore in terms of use of resources are:

i)
How small does a school need to be within the context of Wirral before it would be considered as contributing to an ineffective use of resource? 

ii) Are there reasons in specific cases why individual schools although “small” by Wirral standards should continue to be maintained even though they are relatively expensive? 

3.8
With regard to Wirral’s policy on small schools, the School Organisation Plan (agreed in 2003) contained the proposal that the LEA “should consider the implications of an increasing number of primary schools with less than one form of entry – 30 pupils and therefore primary schools with fewer than 210 pupils i.e. 7 x 30”.  That review was carried out in great detail and with the involvement of a wide range of Headteachers, including Headteachers of Voluntary Aided schools, and culminated in the policy document “The Pursuit of Excellence”, extracts of which are included in Appendix 7.  This policy (adopted in 2004) now suggests that a school should have at least 180 pupils in order to be viable.  The DfES guidance says that “Schools with fewer than 150 pupils may be educationally and financially sustainable only through substantial subsidies via their local authorities funding formula” : 


3.9 " 

www.teachernet.gov.uk/management/fallingschoolrolls/schools/educational decisions




One problematic issue which is discussed in some detail in the Appendix is the potential difficulty of mixed age teaching, especially across key stages.

3.9 
With regard to organisational viability there can be no question that small schools face greater challenges.  This of course does not mean that at any one time a particular small school cannot produce excellence through having outstanding teachers.  Furthermore it is often the case when small schools are considered nationally that many small schools enjoy a number of advantages as a result of their location and are attractive to staff.  In many parts of the country it is a clear necessity to maintain small schools because the alternative would be that children be transported, perhaps for a number of miles, to the nearest school.  Authorities who have such schools receive additional funding from the government which enables them to spend more on these schools without it being at the expense of others,  in order for them to be organisationally viable.  

3.10
Our experience in Wirral, has been that while overall we have had remarkably few primary schools who have fallen into one of the Ofsted categories of concern, those that have done so have been among our smaller schools.  We do not believe that this is coincidence: it arises because of the inevitable requirement on individual staff in small schools to take on wider burdens of responsibility and from the disproportionate impact which one weaker member of staff will have on the school as a whole.

3.11
Finally, I would not wish to comment in any detail on the assertions contained in the Diocesan paper that the Authority has failed to maintain an effective dialogue with the Diocese.  I cannot agree with this account of the process to date.  


Diocese of Chester Education Service
3.12
The Diocesan Director of Education for the Chester Diocese explains that the main objective of that Diocese is the maintenance of a Church of England school on the current St Oswald’s site.  The Diocese is of the view that an amalgamation with Manor Primary School at the Manor site, even though it were to be a Church of England school,  would make the link with the church itself more difficult to maintain and develop and would also deter a number of children who currently attend St Oswald’s.  He also explains that although in principle the Diocese is sympathetic to the notion of a joint denominational school, the Diocese cannot support such a proposal in this case (that position is also the one taken by the Diocese of Shrewsbury therefore options B1 and B2 are undeliverable).  The Diocesan Director of Education  makes a further point regarding the quality of the Special Needs provision currently located at St Oswald’s school.  Finally he points out that relatively little expenditure would be required at the St Oswald’s site if it were to be the focus of an amalgamation with another school. 

Brief comments on the above points follow :

3.13
St Oswald’s, as is explained elsewhere, is a Controlled school, not an Aided school.  This means, that while retaining a religious dimension through its association with the church, its admissions are controlled by the LEA.  The religious dimension of the school therefore relies to a large extent on its close association with its church.  It is understandable that the Diocese should be concerned if the school itself should be physically separated by some distance from the church.  There is no alternative Church of England provision within the immediate neighbourhood.  The nearest Church of England school is The Priory, some 2.4 miles from St Oswald’s.

3.14 The point regarding the Special Needs Classes is important.  This is one of the strengths of the school, and the Authority as well as the Diocese is anxious to maintain the quality of this provision within any outcome that may be determined.

Commentary on North Birkenhead/Beechwood options

a) 
Commentary on agreed Cabinet options 


The next section of the report comments on the agreed options, discussing individual schools separately where appropriate, and to avoid repetition. Please note the closure of St Paul’s exists in all these options.

A1. 
Close St Paul’s Catholic Primary and close Vyner Primary

Closure of St Paul’s Catholic Primary School

4.1
The most powerful single reason for closing St Paul’s is its size i.e the number of pupils who attend it: currently 89 pupils.  It is about one third of the size of an average Wirral primary school (240 pupils) and by far the smallest school on the Beechwood estate.  There appears little prospect of a rise of any significance in the future.  It is half the size of the viable number for organising the curriculum and class sizes in primary schools (180 pupils) as stated in the Wirral policy, ‘The Pursuit of Excellence’ as the consensus of opinion amongst Wirral primary headteachers and officers.  Experience has shown that the small number of primary schools with serious weaknesses in Wirral have all been small schools  (see para 3.10).

4.2
The spare capacity at the school, measured by the DfES Net Capacity method was 36%, but after the Cabinet meeting on 10 February 2005, the Diocese agreed to lease two classrooms to the Shrewsbury Catholic Children’s Society, and have thus reduced the spare capacity to 24%.  The expenditure per pupil at St Paul’s was £3,880 in 2003-04; the Wirral average was £2,737.  The school was inspected in 2003, and judged to be “an effective school in lots of ways”.  Pupils were seen to make good progress in English and Maths, and those with special educational needs are catered for well.  Current strengths of the school include provision in Foundation and Key Stage 1, judged to be of good quality by LEA Advisers. Standards at KS2, however, in 2004, for all core subjects at Level 4+ are less than the Fischer Family Trust Estimates, and the value added score indicates pupils are not making the expected rate of progress (see Appendix 5).

4.3
The case for not closing St Paul’s has been made very strongly by the Diocese (see paragraphs 3.4 and Appendix 8) and from the school community during the consultation.  The strongest feeling at the meeting for all stakeholders held at the school was the vital importance of keeping a Catholic school within the very deprived community it serves.  90% of parents who choose Catholic education in St Paul’s part of the parish send their children to the school.  However, there are also Catholic children in local community schools.  If the school was closed, there are three Catholic primary schools within 1½ miles of   St Paul’s, and four other Catholic primaries within 2 miles of the school; all of these schools could accommodate additional pupils with no or minimal adaptation.

Closure of Vyner Primary School

4.4
There are 163 pupils on roll at Vyner Primary School, about half the number there were ten years ago.  This is largely the result of the falling population, although 36% of the parents living within its zone choose to send their children elsewhere.  It has 22% surplus places and expenditure per pupil was £3,423 in 2003-04; the Wirral average was £2,737.  There is no indication at present that numbers at the school will rise significantly over the next five years.

4.5
Vyner Primary School was inspected by Ofsted recently (January 2005), and is judged to provide a “good standard of education for its pupils”, most of whom “make good progress and achieve well” so they reach average standards by the age of eleven.  The leadership and management, teaching and learning are all “good”.


Vyner is a high achieving school.  Standards at KS2 in 2004 for all core subjects (except English and L5+) are above both Wirral and England averages, and above Fischer Family Trust Estimates.  The overall value added score (101.2) shows pupils at Vyner are making more than the expected rate of progress.  These good results are achieved despite the fact that 20% of pupils move into the school during KS2  (see Appendix 5).  Attendance at Vyner is below the Wirral average.

4.6
The strong feeling at the meeting of stakeholders, and during the consultation period, was that Vyner’s record as a high achieving school meant it should not be closed.  Parents and others felt that the strong and well-established team should be allowed to stay on the present site, despite the challenges it poses.

A2
Amalgamate Vyner Primary School and St Oswald’s CE Primary School on either site

4.7
What has become abundantly clear is the high value placed on both these schools by their current school community, especially because of their strengths with particular groups of pupils.  The pupil populations overlap; i.e some parents in the Vyner zone choose St Oswald’s, and vice versa, in almost equal numbers.  The issue of spare capacity at both sites could be solved by their amalgamation onto one site, thus combining the strengths of both schools.  They are half a mile apart.

4.8
Vyner’s standards are good, and have been achieved without additional or targeted LEA support.  The school has proved itself to have success with lower ability pupils, as well as the more academically able.  St Oswald’s school has considerable expertise with Statemented children with SEN, through the work of its much-valued Special Needs Classes.  Amalgamation of both schools would potentially enable excellent practice to be disseminated to the benefit of larger numbers of children.

Both schools have been recently inspected by Ofsted, and both received a very positive report  (see paragraphs 4.5 and 4.14).

4.9
An important factor in any amalgamation is the location of the new school, its site and buildings.  The flat site and single storey buildings at St Oswald’s would not only accommodate all the Vyner pupils, but the site has the potential to be developed. Additional services could be provided through the development of Extended School facilities, in order to benefit the wider community in this deprived area.  Both schools at present have successful breakfast clubs; after school activities such as sport and art could be explored, with the potential for adult learning.  There are other factors to consider at the St Oswald’s site.  The most vulnerable children, those in Special Needs classes, would have continuity of provision on the same site.  There is a safe drop-off area, for children who arrive in vehicles, away from the main road traffic.  Access to the church remains easy; costs for any additional build would be lower than at Vyner, due to the flat site.

4.10
Some parents may be concerned over the idea of their children going to a ‘church’ school.  However, St Oswald’s is not an Aided school, but a Church of England Controlled school.  A “controlled school”  does not  mean that  church “controls”  the school.  The LEA controls the admissions, and is the employer of the staff, just like any other maintained school.  The relationship with the church gives a “church flavour”, a Christian dimension, which creates a character and ethos in the school not unlike that which can be found in other primary schools.

4.11
Vyner is built on a sharply sloping site, and at present disabled access is poor.  Because of the difficulties posed by the site, building costs would be more expensive.  Four or five new classrooms would need to be built.  Extra traffic would cause additional congestion and potential danger to children on Bidston Village Road.

C1
Close St Paul’s Catholic Primary and St Oswald’s CE (Controlled) Primary

Closure of St Oswald’s CE (Controlled) Primary

4.12
There are currently 208 pupils at St Oswald’s, and the predicted figures show that by 2010 this is estimated to fall to 185.  St Oswald’s has a significant number of surplus places (38% at present), and it is the largest school in the Beechwood area in terms of pupil numbers.  Its closure would reduce the overall surplus on Beechwood too sharply (leaving only 2% surplus capacity).  The expenditure per pupil at St Oswald’s was £3,549 in 2003-04.

4.13
34% of the parents in the zone do not choose to send their children to St Oswald’s.  It also receives pupils from elsewhere in Wirral into its 2 successful Special Needs Classes (SNCs).  Concern about the effects of closure on these vulnerable children was expressed strongly at the meeting for stakeholders, in terms of emotional well-being and academic progress.  These SNCs are seen as a strength of the school by parents and judged by Ofsted to be ‘good’.  The buildings at St Oswald’s have full disabled access.

4.14
The school was inspected recently (February 2005) and received a positive report: “it provides a good education for its pupils.  Despite facing huge social and educational difficulties, most pupils make good progress”.  Inspectors commented on the high proportion of children with special educational needs (almost half) and the impact this has on overall reported attainment.  KS2 results in 2004 at L4+ are less than the Fischer Family Trust Estimates in Maths and English, but above in Science.  The value-added score (which includes data for the SNC) shows pupils not making the expected rate of progress.  One third of pupils moved into the school during KS2, demonstrating a high level of pupil mobility (see Appendix 5).  Attendance at  St Oswald’s however, is above the Wirral average.

4.15
Closure of St Oswald’s would require four new classrooms to be built, two at Manor, and two at Vyner.  The Special Needs Classes would also need to be relocated. 

C2
Amalgamate St Oswald’s CE (Controlled) Primary and Manor Primary at the Manor site

4.16
The amalgamation of St Oswald’s and Manor at the Manor site would reduce surplus places.  22% of parents in the St Oswald’s zone choose Manor, generally those who live nearer to that school.  A smaller number of parents in the Manor zone choose to send their children to St Oswald’s.  Manor’s site has full disabled access, but would require four or five new classrooms to be built.  

Manor Primary School

4.17
At the meeting of stakeholders, parents expressed a strong view that they wanted stability after the recent building programmes which removed an entire block of unsuitable classrooms, and refurbished the remaining classrooms, in order to reduce spare capacity, which still remains at 30%.  Parents do not want further disruption in 


the school.  The school takes 89% of the children in its zone, and is seen as central to its community.  Some parents expressed anxiety about the possibility of Manor Primary School becoming a Church of England Controlled School.  Although Manor’s successful Nurture Group would remain in place, (funding guaranteed until 2006) the two Special Needs Classes from St Oswald’s would also need to be re-located.  Manor is the only community school at the Beechwood planning area.  The expenditure per pupil was £3,634 in 2003-04.

4.18
Manor was last inspected in 2000, and is due to be inspected again.  It was judged to be an ‘improving school’ where the teaching is “good”.  Since that time, standards have improved further, and it can now be seen as a high achieving school.  In 2004 KS2 results for all core subjects at L4+ were above the England average, and with English and Science above the Wirral average. They exceeded their Fischer Family Trust Estimates by a large margin.  The overall value added score of 101 indicates pupils are making the expected rate of progress (see Appendix 5).  Attendance at Manor is very good; much better than the Wirral average, and the best in the Beechwood area.

b)
Suggestions brought forward during the consultation

4.19
These comments are an initial response to suggestions made during the consultation. None are recommended for further consultation.

Close St Paul’s Catholic Primary, amalgamate Vyner Primary with Manor Primary at the Manor site

4.20
This suggestion is projected to remove just 108 surplus places, and would require several new classrooms to be built at the Manor Primary site. It is projected to reduce surplus places in Beechwood by 2010 from 33% to 22%; in North Birkenhead from 18% to 17%; and overall from 22% to 18%. 

4.21
Whilst it would reduce surplus places, this is not of the magnitude of existing options. Expenditure would be required at a site which has already undergone major redevelopment and there is no overlap between the pupil populations of Manor Primary and Vyner Primary, there is some distance between the two schools, and St Oswald’s is in between the two schools.  This suggestion is not recommended for further consultation.


Close Vyner Primary and St Laurence’s Catholic Primary

4.22
In this suggestion, St Laurence’s Catholic Primary would be closed in the North Birkenhead planning area, and St Paul’s Catholic Primary would remain open in the Beechwood planning area. St Laurence’s had 120 pupils on roll in January 2005, and this is predicted to fall to 74 on roll by 2010. The school has high surplus places despite creative use of existing rooms for community and diocesan purposes, and this is not projected to improve over the next five years.  Vyner primary pupils would be accommodated at neighbouring primary school. This suggestion is projected to remove 293 surplus places, and could require internal alterations to rooms at Portland Primary. It is projected to reduce  surplus places in Beechwood by 2010 from 33% to 25%; in North Birkenhead from 18% to 9%; and overall from 22% to 13%.

4.23
St Laurence’s shares a parish with St Werburgh’s Catholic Primary which was built as a new school for 210 pupils, and currently has 168 on roll. There are 42 surplus places. New building works would be required at St Werburgh’s in order to accommodate all former St Laurence’s pupils. 

4.24
The LEA and Catholic Diocese of Shrewsbury are aware of the falling roll issue at St Laurence’s and the situation at the school is being kept under review. This suggestion does not resolve the issues faced by St Paul’s as a small school with relatively high surplus places, nor the surplus places issues in the Beechwood small planning area and is not recommended for further consultation.

Amalgamate Vyner Primary and St Oswald’s CE Primary; close St Laurence’s Catholic Primary

4.25
In this suggestion, St Laurence’s Catholic Primary would be closed in the North Birkenhead planning area, and St Paul’s Catholic Primary would remain open in the Beechwood planning area. Vyner Primary would be amalgamated with St Oswald’s CE Primary at the St Oswald’s site, although some pupils may transfer elsewhere. This suggestion is projected to remove 291 surplus places, and would require internal alterations to rooms at St Oswald’s site. It is projected to reduce  surplus places in Beechwood by 2010 from 33% to 13%; in North Birkenhead from 18% to 14%; and overall from 22% to 14%.

4.26
The LEA and Catholic Diocese of Shrewsbury are aware of the falling roll issue at St Laurence’s and the situation at the school is being kept under review. This suggestion does not resolve the issues faced by St Paul’s as a small school with relatively high surplus places and is not recommended for further consultation.

Amalgamate Manor Primary, Vyner Primary and St Oswald’s CE Primary

4.27
This suggestion puts forward the view that all three Community and Controlled schools should be amalgamated into a single school serving the Beechwood area, St Paul’s Catholic Primary being retained in situ. 

4.28
At present, there is one community school in the south (Manor) and two community/controlled schools in the north (Vyner and St Oswald’s). A combined school would need to accommodate around 500 pupils, and potential sites would need to be investigated.  The largest existing building of the three schools is St Oswald’s. The St Oswald’s site could accommodate the combined pupils of all three schools by a combination of internal alterations and significant newly built extension. Either by extension at St Oswald’s site or new build of a 500 place primary school, this suggestion would remove 210 surplus places.  It is projected to reduce surplus places in Beechwood by 2010 from 33% to 7%; it will have no effect on surplus places in North Birkenhead, although resulting in an overall reduction across both areas from 22% to 15%. 

4.29
There would be considerable costs involved for new building work and/or internal refurbishment, with additional site purchase costs for a new school. The Special Needs Classes at St Oswald’s would be disrupted either by building works or relocation to a new site. This suggestion is not recommended for further consultation.


Close Portland Primary

4.30
This suggestion is that Portland Primary should be closed, rather than either St Oswald’s CE Primary or Vyner Primary. 

Portland Primary had 184 pupils on roll in January 2005, and this is predicted to rise to 214 pupils on roll by 2010. The school has 24% surplus places which will reduce to 12% in 2006 following a major refurbishment of the main school in 2001/02, and demolition of the former Surestart annexe in 2004. In the event of closure, former Portland Primary pupils would be accommodated in other neighbouring schools. This suggestion would remove 145 surplus places, and is projected to reduce  surplus places in Beechwood by 2010 from 33% to 32%; in North Birkenhead from 18% to 13%; with an overall reduction across both areas from 22% to 17%. 

4.31
No new build classrooms would be required, but dependent on the pattern of parental choice, neighbouring receiving schools may require internal alterations to return one or more resource rooms into classrooms. Portland has recently undergone a major reduction in size following a consolidation from two buildings into one. This suggestion does reduce surplus places, but the reduction is not of the magnitude of other options. The suggestion is not recommended for further consultation.


Build a secondary school at Vyner to make a “super-school”

4.32
This suggestion is to build a “super-school” at the Vyner Primary site.

If members decide to examine this as a possibility, it will need to be investigated in conjunction with an appropriate reduction in current secondary school provision in the Birkenhead area.  This suggestion does not reduce surplus places and is not recommended for further consultation.

Monitor St Paul’s Catholic Primary for three more years

4.33
The suggestion is that the pupil numbers at St Paul’s Catholic Primary should be monitored for a further three years.  The Diocese of Shrewsbury has offered to review surplus places in the Catholic sector in the “very near future” and has provided baptismal figures to the LEA to support a prediction of pupil number growth at this school. The Catholic Diocese of Shrewsbury has stated its policy to provide a place for every baptised Catholic child, with each Parish served by a designated primary school. The Parish of Holy Cross and St Paul’s is served by two schools, and there are three additional Catholic primary schools (St Peter’s Noctorum, Holy Cross and St Joseph’s Upton) within the DfES definition of “reasonable walking distance” of existing St Paul’s pupils.  The Diocesan offer to review Catholic provision across Wirral is welcomed, although a combination of the Diocese’s stated aim to maintain Catholic education under any circumstances and the fallibility of baptismal figures in predicting actual numbers on roll, moderates the enthusiasm with which the offer to review would be accepted.  The LEA has a statutory duty to maintain a balance between places and pupils, with special regard to the factors set out in the School Organisation plan, including denominational provision. 

South Birkenhead
5.0
In the Cabinet report of 10th February 2005, the Director concluded that action needed to be taken in the community schools of this area.

5.1
The options brought to Cabinet for approval to consult were:  

A

Close The Dell Primary.                



B
Close The Dell Primary and Well Lane Primary.  

C
Close The Dell Primary and Well Lane Primary, and build a new school south of Bedford Road.

5.2
Cabinet agreed these options for consultation with no amendments.

5.3
As no denominational schools were named in these options, the Diocesan bodies have declined the opportunity to comment regarding options in this area, although they have been kept informed as part of the overall consultation process.

5.4
The following suggestions were made within the consultation process:

· Close Well Lane and demolish part of The Dell Primary

· Close Well Lane Primary

· Close Rock Ferry Primary

· Close Grove Street Primary

· Establish an all-through (4 to 18) Academy in Rock Ferry.

5.5
If any of these additional suggestions are chosen by Cabinet as potential formal options, there must be a further round of consultation to enable those involved to make their views known.

5.6
There were several key themes in the combined responses from consultees allied to the two schools named in the options.

· Effect of proposed housing changes on pupil numbers

· Respect for school staff in their skills and relationships with pupils and parents

· Educational standards

· Concern for the fate of closed buildings and sites 

· Use of buildings for extended school facilities
· Disabled access

· Travel distance to school and the effect on traffic

· Disruption to pupils’ education and confidence

· Class sizes

· Nursery provision

· Effect of any change on children with special educational needs

· Deprivation of the area

· Importance of out of hours facilities, such as adult learning and breakfast clubs

· Relationship between school and community

· Keeping friends and siblings together

· Staff redeployment

· Continuity of school over several generations

· Catchment area of any new school

· Use of Small Planning Areas for review process. 

5.7
A summary of the comments and questions raised are provided for each school in Appendix 4.  Copies of the actual written responses and the recordings of each consultation meeting have been provided to Cabinet members on CD prior to the Cabinet meeting. 

5.8
Analysis of the consultation meetings and the comments received by the Department is included as Appendix 4.

Commentary on South Birkenhead options

6.0
The following section comments on the Cabinet’s options, with individual schools discussed separately where appropriate, and in order to avoid repetition. Closure of The Dell exists within all the options.


a)
Commentary on agreed Cabinet options.


A
Close The Dell Primary School
6.1
The most powerful single reason for closing The Dell is the small number of pupils who attend it. There are 132 children in the school at present, and there is no current indication that the future numbers will be higher. At present, 38% of parents within the zone choose to send their children to The Dell: almost two-thirds of the children in the zone go to other neighbouring schools. There is significant spare capacity at The Dell, some of which has been used to house a successful Nurture Group, and the area multi-disciplinary BEST team (part of the Behaviour Improvement Programme), but there remains 29% spare capacity.  Both the Nurture Group and the Behaviour Improvement Programme are time limited externally funded programmes, whose funding is not guaranteed after 2006/2008 respectively.  There has been investment (mainly using devolved Formula Capital) in improving the buildings, disabled access, and the facilities at The Dell, a point which was emphasised by parents and staff in the consultation process.  The expenditure per pupil at The Dell was £5,324 in 2003-04, the highest per pupil cost in the borough, and around twice that spent on the average Wirral pupil.  The ‘protection’ offered by the formula funding system is at the expense of all other Wirral children; if the protection is reduced in future years, as the formula is reviewed, any significant drop in the school’s budget (income per pupil) will have serious consequences for the funding of staff salaries.

6.2
Standards of achievement are now satisfactory at The Dell, a situation which is relatively recent, and despite a high level of pupil mobility: 32% of pupils moved into school during KS2.  KS2 results in Maths are equal to the England average, although in English and Science standards are below the Fischer Family Trust Estimates (see Appendix 6a)  In former years the school has required a considerable amount of LEA support, in terms of management as well as standards in the core subjects.  Support for the school has been slightly reduced during the current year (2004-05) in the light of improvements made.  However, its capacity to maintain satisfactory standards is not yet proven, and could be vulnerable if staffing cuts have to be made.  The Ofsted report of July 2000 said The Dell was an “effective school,” and notes the significant progress children were making in Maths and Science.  It also commented on the improvements in standards of teaching brought about by a former Headteacher.  The Dell is due for an inspection in the near future.   Attendance at the school is below the Wirral average.
6.3
A strong case was made by parents during the consultation regarding the quality of care provided at the school, especially for children with SEN and vulnerable children.  


Should The Dell be closed, all the pupils could be offered places within easy travelling distance at local schools.  The BEST team, and the Nurture Group, could be relocated to local schools, ensuring that their good work will continue to benefit the children of the area, whilst reducing existing surplus places.


B
Close The Dell Primary and Well Lane Primary.

6.4
The closure of two schools would be quite radical in this situation.  The Dell is the most vulnerable school in the area, and that is why it features in each option.  (Please see paragraphs 6.1, 6.2 and 6.3 above).

Closure of Well Lane Primary School

6.5
Well Lane Primary School has higher numbers of pupils than The Dell, currently 180, a figure which is predicted to remain stable for the next five years.  This number of pupils is just about the minimum needed to organise the curriculum and class sizes adequately, according to Wirral policy (see ‘The Pursuit of Excellence’, Appendix  7).  43% of the children from the area attend the school; which means that over half the children who live in the zone attend other schools.  Well Lane is the school with the largest amount of surplus capacity (at 37%), and no other services are housed within the school. The expenditure per pupil at Well Lane was £2,975 in 2003-04, just above the Wirral average. 

6.6
Well Lane has not been inspected since November 2000, and is due for another inspection in the near future.  In 2000, Ofsted judged Well Lane to be an “effective and improving” school, where pupils achieved well in relation to their prior attainment, and this is borne out in recent measures of value added (see Appendix 6a).  The quality of teaching at the time of the inspection was variable.  Attendance at Well Lane is below the Wirral average.

Well Lane Key Stage 2 results in English at Level 4+ are less than the Fischer Family Trust Estimates, but those for Maths and Science are above (see Appendix 6a)  During the consultation process, it was made clear that Well Lane School is seen as central to the recent major regeneration of the area and the Rock Ferry Community Centre in particular.

6.7
If both The Dell and Well Lane were closed, it would have implications for class sizes in other local schools.


C
Close The Dell Primary and Well Lane Primary, and establish a new 


school

6.8
Establishing a new school is dependent on 1) a suitable site being available, 2) sufficient capital to build. During research for the primary places review, a potential site was located, at the Conway Playing Field; approximately half the playing fields would be required for a new school site.  As it is nominated as Urban Greenspace, an equivalent open area would be required to replace that used for buildings.  

6.9
In this option, both The Dell and Well Lane would be closed, and their pupils offered places in surrounding schools.  It would be unlikely that any pupils from Well Lane would reside in the new school’s zone, assuming the Conway Playing Fields was chosen as the site.  A newly built school with state of the art facilities attracts parents.  This means that not only would former pupils from The Dell be housed at the new school, but it is likely to draw in pupils from Grove Street Primary and Rock Ferry Primary, reducing their numbers, and increasing their surplus capacity.  This option would not therefore, remove the maximum number of surplus places.  However, the building of a new school would have a positive impact on the regeneration of the Woodward Estate.  No support was expressed at the school meetings, nor in the written parental responses, for the proposed new school in South Birkenhead.  This option was seen as unnecessarily expensive, and was criticised as a “waste of money”.


b)
Suggestions brought forward during the consultation.

6.10
These suggestions were brought forward during the consultation, and initial comments are provided. With one exception, they are not recommended for further consultation or consideration.


Close Well Lane and demolish part of The Dell Primary

6.11
Under this suggestion Well Lane Primary would be closed, and the former pupils offered places at neighbouring primary schools. SureStart activities and the area BIP/BEST team would relocate from The Dell Primary into other local schools, and the nursery class at The Dell would be relocated into the main school. The existing nursery annexe would be demolished, along with the “left wing”. This suggestion would remove 234 surplus places, and is projected to reduce surplus places in South Birkenhead by 2010 from 24% to 15%. No new build classrooms would be required, but dependent on the pattern of parental choice, Bedford Drive Primary and Mersey Park Primary may require internal alterations to return resource rooms into classrooms. 

6.12
This suggestion would not necessarily reduce recorded surplus places at The Dell Primary, because the area which would be demolished currently houses the services mentioned above and the number on roll would not increase significantly following the closure of Well Lane Primary. Issues faced by The Dell as a small school would not be resolved. No feasibility study has been carried out on a partial demolition, but this is unlikely to be cost effective. This suggestion is not recommended for further consultation.


Close Well Lane
6.13
Under this suggestion Well Lane Primary would be closed, and the former pupils would be offered places at neighbouring primary schools. This would remove 204 surplus places, and is projected to reduce surplus places in South Birkenhead by 2010 from 24% to 15%. No new build classrooms would be required, but dependent on the pattern of parental choice, Bedford Drive Primary and Mersey Park Primary may require internal alterations to return resource rooms into classrooms. 

6.14
This would slightly reduce surplus places at The Dell, but the number on roll would not rise significantly as a consequence of closing Well Lane as only a small number of children are expected to transfer, due to Rock Ferry Primary School being in between the two schools.  Issues faced by The Dell as a small school would not be resolved, and the school would retain more than 25% surplus places in 2010. This suggestion is not recommended for further consultation.


Close Rock Ferry Primary
6.15
Under this suggestion Rock Ferry Primary would be closed, and the former pupils accommodated in surrounding primary schools. This would remove 321 surplus places, and is projected to reduce surplus places in South Birkenhead by 2010 from 24% to 10%. No new build classrooms would be required, but the Rock Ferry Children’s Centre would need to be rehoused locally. This suggestion is projected to reduce surplus places at The Dell Primary in 2010 from 33% to 27%, and at Well Lane Primary from 37% to 17%.

6.16
Issues faced by The Dell as a small school would not be totally resolved, and the school would still have more than 25% surplus places in 2010. The Children’s Centre project is in the late stages of development, with significant external financial investment. Rock Ferry Primary is also the site of a Sports and Arts Council funded Sports Barn which opened in Autumn 2004.  50% of classrooms have disabled access.  Alterations made during the Children’s Centre development will enhance access.  Further improvements would be made on a needs led basis. This suggestion is not recommended for further consultation.


Close Grove Street Primary
6.17
Under this suggestion Grove Street Primary, which is in the LEA small planning area of Bebington, would be closed, and the former pupils offered places in surrounding primary schools. This option would remove just 111 surplus places, and is projected to reduce surplus places in South Birkenhead by 2010 from 24% to 21%.  No new build classrooms would be required in the South Birkenhead small planning area, but in the Bebington planning area, this is likely to require new build classrooms at Church Drive Primary and Town Lane Infants, as well as internal alterations or new build at Higher Bebington Juniors.  This suggestion is projected to reduce surplus places at The Dell Primary from 33% to 12% by 2010, but will not reduce surplus places at Well Lane Primary.  Disabled access at the school is 50%.  Further improvements would be made on a needs led basis.

6.18
The reduction in surplus places is not of the magnitude of other options. The costs involved are considerable, and would cause disruption to pupils at several sites. Church Drive Primary is leased by the Council from Port Sunlight Trust, and further expansions would be extremely difficult. This suggestion is not recommended for further consultation.


Establish an all-through (4 to 18) Academy in Rock Ferry  

6.19
The Rt Hon Mr Frank Field, Member of Parliament for Birkenhead, has suggested that the Council ought to consider the possibility of establishing an academy in Birkenhead which would include provision for children of primary school age.  He suggests that this should be considered within the context of the review of primary provision.  

Academies are described by the DfES as “independent” state schools.  Once established they lie outside the framework of the Local Education Authority (the LEA can nominate one member onto the governing body).  They are formed in partnership with a sponsor.  The sponsor nominates a majority of members of the governing body and is therefore able to control the management of the school.  Sponsors are required to make a relatively small contribution to the capital cost of the school but thereafter the school’s budget is determined in much the same way as formerly operated in grant maintained schools.  Thus the Academy gets the same basic share of resource as similar LEA schools, plus an amount deemed to be the equivalent of what the LEA would spend centrally on the pupils.  Academies are not bound to follow the National Curriculum, or local Council policies, and are not bound by nationally agreed Conditions of Service or pay arrangements.  

6.20
Academies were originally suggested as a last resort for secondary schools with persistent records of failure, where other remedies had been tried without success. There is no school in Wirral which satisfies these original criteria.  The attraction of an Academy, in an area such as this, lies almost entirely in the huge capital investment 


which the government is prepared to make in support of this initiative.  Sponsors are required to contribute two million pounds to the capital costs but the total amount committed to Academies elsewhere has been more in the region of thirty million pounds with the balance being provided by DfES.  The facilities which such capital expenditure can provide are clearly very attractive.  Mr Field’s vision of an Academy would build upon those facilities to provide a curriculum which was specifically designed to provide young people with the skills which will be required in the future labour market.  It can be seen as a radical attempt to break cycles of deprivation and relative educational failure in challenging communities.  

6.21
Whilst there may be reservations about certain aspects of Academies, it is important that this idea of an Academy for Birkenhead should be properly investigated and evaluated.  Indeed the DfES website states that “The Department expects Local Education Authorities to consider the scope for the establishment of Academies as part of their strategic plans to increase diversity in secondary provision and improve educational opportunities”.  

6.22
It is understandable why Mr Field has raised this suggestion as part of the Primary School Review, since an Academy could contain provision for pupils aged four to eighteen.  However, the recommendations for statutory proposals which are included in this report would not obstruct or prevent serious consideration of the establishment of an Academy, even if such an Academy were to contain provision for primary aged pupils.  An Academy would indeed have additional implications for primary schools, but it would build on these recommendations rather than be forestalled by them.  It may also form part of a review of secondary provision in Birkenhead.  I am recommending therefore that a separate report be brought to Cabinet, with prior consultation with the Select Committee, regarding the feasibility and desirability of establishing an Academy in Birkenhead.  In the meantime, the attention of Members is drawn to the relevant DfES website which provides considerable detail on the organisation of academies and focuses on their potential advantages  (www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/academies).

Implications of the Review Process for Pupils


Admission Arrangements: present and future pupils

7.0
The closure and/or amalgamation of primary schools will have implications for the Authority’s admission arrangements.  The DFES have advised that there is no requirement to consult separately on any changes to admission arrangements as long as full details are provided to parents in the statutory public notices on the proposed alterations to the school provision. This would include details on how the Authority would propose to manage the transfer of pupils to alternative schools, and also deal with applications from parents living in the areas concerned for places in Foundation 2.


Re-zoning of areas


7.1
In the event of any reorganisation, school catchment areas would have to be reviewed.  In the case of an amalgamation it would be assumed that the catchment areas of the schools involved could simply be merged but it is more likely that we would take the opportunity to propose broader change.  In the case of a school closure, zones of neighbouring schools would have to be re-drawn .  Changes would need to take into account consideration of home address in relation to nearest 


appropriate schools, the new capacity of schools in the area, and other factors such as planned housing development.  Full consultation with all the residents of the area affected would be required and with the governing bodies of the school initially affected.  

In relation to the potential transfer of existing pupils to alternative schools, the Authority would invite parents to indicate a preference.  If their preference was for a placement in a community or controlled school, then the Authority would seek to meet that preference.  


Pupils with Special Educational Needs

7.2
Significant numbers of pupils in the schools concerned have special educational needs.  If any pupil has a Statement of Special Educational Needs then the Statement will be amended to reflect the new school, and the provision specified in the Statement will be delivered appropriately.  Any pupils who are currently placed in designated special provision such as a Nurture Group or a Special Needs Class would be transferred to an alternative placement according to parental preference.  For all those pupils on the SEN register who are affected, the Authority would deploy an element of any savings to provide enhanced support at their new school.  Details of how such a scheme may operate will need to be developed.

Staffing Implications
8.0
Amalgamation


An amalgamation requires both schools to close, and a new school to open.  A ‘shadow’ governing body is established, and decides on the appropriate staff structure.  All the posts are ring-fenced initially to staff from both schools, and appointments made.  Options such as early voluntary retirement would be made available, if appropriate, after consultation with staff.  Staff who are not appointed to the new school would be placed in the redeployment scheme, with the exception of headteachers.

8.1
Closure of Schools


If a school closes, staff would technically be redundant.  However, the neighbouring schools to which pupils relocate will require additional staff, and redundant staff would have priority at these, and other schools, under Wirral’s redeployment scheme.

8.2
Redeployment


Wirral has an excellent record in the field of redeployment of staff, teaching and non-teaching.  When posts are advertised in Wirral, first consideration is given to staff on the redeployment list.

Financial Implications

9.0 The recommendations contained in this report have capital implications in respect of the re-location of current pupils and the re-allocation of future pupils to schools.  The 


level of capital required will depend upon the final, approved proposals and will require further, detailed development work.  An amount of £100,000 is included in the approved 2005/06 Schools Capital Programme for “scheme development resulting from area reviews” (Cabinet 30.3.05), which will allow schemes to be drawn up, costed and tendered, with any balance contributing to build costs.  The balance of the capital build costs would need to be drawn from the following sources, DfES 


Modernisation grant, council capital including capital receipts from the disposal of surplus assets, prudential borrowing and capital forming part of other national initiatives.  It is a requirement that funding is clearly identified when proposals are put to School Organisation Committee for approval.

9.1.
The recommendations contained in this report include the closure and amalgamation of schools, which in turn will produce revenue savings, to the benefit of other schools as the funding is re-distributed.  In the short term the LEA could be required to fund any staff severance costs following closures and amalgamation.

Equal Opportunities Implications

10.0
There are none arising out of this report.

Human Rights Implications
11.0
There are none arising directly from this report.

Local Agenda 21 Statement

12.0
The removal of old, inefficient accommodation contributes to Council principles and targets in respect of Agenda 21.

Community Safety Implications

13.0
Rationalisation and refurbishment of schools allow the most vulnerable accommodation to be removed and other security improvements carried out.

Planning Implications

14.0
The relationship between housing development policy and school place provision is a factor in considering surplus place removal.

Local Member Support Implications

15.0
Primary place planning and potential surplus place removal have relevance to all Wards.

15.1
The current consultation affects the following Wards directly: Bidston and St James, Birkenhead and Tranmere, Rock Ferry and Bromborough.

Background Papers

16.0
Audit Commission Report: Planning School Places in Wirral September 2004.


School Organisation Plan.


LEA document “Pursuit of Excellence: Primary Education in Wirral”.

School pupil number returns, January 2005 (PLASC return to DfES).

School Net Capacity Calculation, July 2004, to DfES requirements.

Consultation Documents for North Birkenhead/Beechwood and South Birkenhead.

Other data held in Department including that provided by Wirral Health Authority.

16.1
Appendices

See list attached.

Summary

17.0
The consultation process undertaken by the officers as part of the review of primary places in Birkenhead has revealed overwhelming support from the parents, staff and governors of all the schools nominated for closure or amalgamation within the options brought to Cabinet in February 2004.  They reject the option of closure or amalgamation for their school.  None of the suggestions put forward in the consultation process (with one exception) are supported.

17.1
No one closes schools lightly.  However, there is general agreement amongst all stakeholders that action must be taken to address the issue of surplus capacity.  Officers are required to offer clear advice as to appropriate action in order to spend public money wisely and ensure all Wirral’s children benefit equitably from the funding available.  There are 4 options which I believe will ensure best value for the future generations of children in Birkenhead, and more equitable spending for the benefit of all Wirral’s pupils, from the savings made.

18.0
Recommendations
I recommend that statutory proposals be published in respect of 1, 2, 3 and 4 below:

1  Closure of The Dell Primary School

2  Closure of St Paul’s Catholic Primary School

3  Closure of Vyner Primary School and St Oswald’s CE (Controlled) Primary School
4  Open a new C of E Controlled school on the current St Oswald’s site

and that I be authorised to take all necessary steps to publish these proposals, ensure the prescribed procedures are followed, including proposals for the re-zoning of schools, in furtherance of the proposals.


And I recommend that a further report be made in order to:


5  Explore the option of establishing an Academy in Birkenhead, and submit a report to Cabinet with prior consultation with the Education and Cultural Services Select Committee.

Howard Cooper

Director of Education & Cultural Services
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