APPENDIX C

Minutes - Cabinet Meeting - 18 July 2005

Present 

Chair  S Foulkes  

Councillors  George Davies , PL Davies , JE Green , PJ Hackett , SE Kelly , M McLaughlin , RK Moon , Mrs LA Rennie  

Apologies  J Hale  

Minute 97 - EDUCATION AND LIFELONG LEARNING: REVIEW OF PRIMARY SCHOOL PLACES: OUTCOME OF CONSULTATIONS ON OPTIONS PUT FORWARD FOR THE NORTH BIRKENHEAD/BEECHWOOD AND SOUTH BIRKENHEAD PLANNING AREAS 

The Director of Education and Cultural Services reported on the outcome of the consultation process that had taken place in the North Birkenhead/Beechwood and South Birkenhead planning areas, in respect of the options for consultation agreed by the Cabinet on 10 February 2005 (minute 441 refers). Those options had been presented as a result of an earlier report to the Cabinet, on 20 October 2004, which set out in detail the position regarding primary school pupil numbers and school place provision across the Authority. The latest report also set out the responses to the various options put forward for discussion, including additional suggestions received during the consultation process, and made recommendations with regard to statutory proposals in each area under review.

A decision was required to approve the proposals for primary school places. The matter involved a key decision and was included in the Council's Forward Plan.

In presenting his report, the Director emphasised that it was not a pleasant task to propose the closure of a school and that none of his recommendations was intended to imply criticism of any of the schools involved. He explained the extent to which the school population in Wirral was falling, resulting in a surplus of school places, particularly in the primary sector, which was a borough-wide problem that impacted on the efficiency of the Wirral education service as a whole. The Audit Commission had identified the need to address the issue as quickly as possible. It had indicated that 5-10% was an acceptable range for surplus places within each school, which allowed a degree of parental choice. Above 10%, money was wasted in supporting empty classrooms, and the Government required an annual statement showing any school that exceeded 25%. Currently, Wirral had an overall surplus of places of 12%, which equated to unnecessary expenditure of £4.2m; by 2010 that was expected to rise to 18%, with 1 in 3 having more than 25% of surplus places.

Current expenditure on surplus places equated to £165 per pupil, which could be reallocated within the primary sector. The Wirral Schools Forum was concerned about that situation and had expressed the general view that it "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”.

A number of factors influenced the situation - actual surplus places, small schools, location, where parents chose to send their children, value for money, catchment zones, changes to where families lived; traffic and transport and denominational issues - and all had been taking into account in assessing the options.

As a result of the review of the areas of North Birkenhead/Beechwood and South Birkenhead, a number of proposals had been put forward and accepted by the Cabinet on 10 February as a basis for consultation:

(A) North Birkenhead/Beechwood - Options

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 (subsequently agreed by the Cabinet as either on St Oswald’s site (A2O) or Vyner site (A2V)).

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.

The Cabinet had also instructed that an additional option(s) enabling Vyner Primary to remain open should be included in the consultation, and the following had been drawn up by the Director and approved by the Cabinet member for Education and Lifelong Learning 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.

Early in the consultation period, both diocesan bodies had agreed, after lengthy discussions, that while open to the concept of a joint denominational school, it would not be a suitable solution in the Beechwood area, and, as a joint denominational school would require the support of both diocesan bodies, options B1 and B2 are not tenable as formal proposals.

Further suggestions had been 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”;

. monitor St Paul's for three more years.

The Director commented on the feasibility or otherwise of each of the proposals (part IV of his report). He also gave details of the views expressed by the two dioceses. The Director had concluded that the most appropriate options were

(i) to close St Paul's Catholic Primary School, for the reasons that 

- it had only 89 pupils on roll, with little apparent prospect of any significant rise in the future;

- the conclusion in his recent report on organising the curriculum and class sizes in primary schools, "The Pursuit of Excellence", was that the minimum viable number, based on the consensus of opinion among Wirral's primary school headteachers and LEA officers, was 180 (where school rolls were below that number there were difficulties in organising the curriculum and workload issues;

- spare capacity had been 36% (though recently the Diocese of Shrewsbury had agreed to lease two classrooms to the Shrewsbury Catholic Children's Society, thus reducing spare capacity to 24%);

- expenditure per pupil had been £3,880 in 2003/04, compared with the Wirral average of £2737.

(ii) to close Vyner Primary School and St Oswald's C of E Primary School and form a new school on the St Oswald's site. He had concluded that the St Oswald's site could accommodate all the Vyner pupils and had potential for further development. Numbers on roll at the two schools were 163 at Vyner, 208 at St Oswald's; spare capacity at the two schools was 22% and 38% respectively; expenditure per pupil in 2003/04 had been £3423 and £3549 respectively. Although those figures appeared to favour Vyner, because St Oswald's was the largest school in the area its closure would have too great an impact overall. 

(B) South Birkenhead - Options

The following options had been accepted by the Cabinet for consultation: 

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.

and the following suggestions had been 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.

Again the Director commented on each in turn (in part 6 of his report). With regard to the suggestion to establish an academy, whilst he felt it was appropriate for it to have been raised in the current context, there were wider implications to be explored, and it was therefore a longer-term option. The Director's conclusion was that the most appropriate course of action was the closure of The Dell Primary School, on the basis that there were currently only 132 children in the school; only 38% of parents within the zone chose to send their children to The Dell and almost two-thirds of the children in the zone went to other neighbouring schools. There was currently 29% spare capacity, and expenditure per pupil had been £5,324 in 2003/04, the highest cost per pupil in the Borough and approximately twice the average.

In respect of all of the recommended options, the Director outlined the various factors that would need to be taken into consideration to meet parents' and pupils' needs, including providing an adequate range of preferences, ensuring that groups of friends could stay together if moving to a new school, carrying out improvements to those schools receiving additional pupils, revising catchment areas, redeploying staff and deciding the future of any closed sites (the Director emphasised in respect of that last point that no proposals had yet been made in respect of possible vacant sites and that had therefore not been an influencing factor in his recommendations). He also outlined the timetable for implementation. Whatever was specifically proposed by the Cabinet would have to be the subject of statutory consultation after which the proposals would go before the School Organisation Committee. It was not intended to start the formal consultation period until after the school holidays. The earliest possible date for implementation would be September 2006. He hoped that matters would not drag on until 2007, or there would be an impact on morale amongst parents, pupils and staff.

The Chair invited a speaker to make representations on behalf of each of the schools under consideration.

(i) On behalf of Vyner Primary School, David Wynne, Chair of Governors, expressed disappointment at the results of the consultation exercise. Vyner was being recommended for closure, and would lose its identity if amalgamated with St Oswald's, despite being one of the top ten schools in Wirral; it had received a good Ofsted report and offered a ray of hope to children of a deprived area. It had a much better educational record than St Oswald's. He also felt it had the better site - a recent Health and Safety review had commended the school's location, being in a large area of green space. Mr Wynne suspected that the Authority already had a plan for disposal of the site. Another argument in favour of Vyner was that it was not near to overhead power lines, as was the case with St Oswald's, which could be a danger to children's health. He did not feel that the reasons for closing the school had been made sufficiently clear - it had not reached 25% of vacant places and was the least expensive of those schools under consideration in terms of expenditure per pupil. He felt, therefore, that C.2 was the better option. 

(ii) On behalf of St Oswalds C of E Primary School, the Reverend Ron Iveson, Chair of Governors, stated that the school supported option A.2. It had the better site, with accommodation described as generous. It provided pupils with a safe journey to and from school, had a happy atmosphere and above-average attendance. Remaining on the current site would provide stability and continuity, especially for those pupils that were vulnerable or had special educational needs. The site had sufficient space to welcome additional pupils and to provide a safe and secure environment for all. It was felt to be important, also, to maintain the school's proximity to the Parish Church and the community links that that fostered.

(iii) On behalf of the Diocese of Chester, Jeff Turnbull, Diocesan Director of Education, stated that the diocese's general view was that every parent that wanted a Church of England education for their child should still be able to have it. Wirral already had a much lower percentage of Church of England schools than the national average (less than 25% compared with approximately 50%). The diocese had looked with some interest at the suggestion of a joint-denominational school, but that would have meant a physical move away from the Parish Church. On balance, Option A.2 presented the best opportunity to avoid disruption and maintain stability for the largest number of vulnerable pupils. 

(iv) On behalf of St Paul's Catholic Primary School, Margaret Cook, Chair of Governors, circulated a written submission from the governors. She voiced their objection to the recommendation to close the school, on the grounds that it would result in the removal of estate-based Catholic education provision to parents for whom that was a clear preference; and the closure of a successful and viable school which served the Catholic and wider community and was making a contribution to the removal of Wirral's surplus places and to the quality of Wirral's educational provision. 

The governors had reservations about the way in which the review process appeared to be weighted against Wirral's poorest communities - removal of Catholic provision from the Beechwood Estate would deny the parents in question any reasonable choice. St Paul's was a viable school in terms of the standard of teaching and learning, the quality of provision, its financial position, its contribution to the local community and to the educational community of Wirral. Mrs Cook did not accept that it was necessary for all schools to be large enough to support one or two forms of entry, a view that Ofsted accepted. She added that there were likely to be adverse effects on an economically disadvantaged community - the review process was favouring less "expensive" schools in better-off areas, with the result that pupils from areas such as Beechwood would have to travel further afield, when a lack of affordable transport was already acknowledged as a serious issue for such communities. Parents were not keen for their children to attend schools off the estate and therefore Catholic families were being denied a preference.

(v) On behalf of the Shrewsbury Diocese, Michael Clarke, Diocesan Director of Education, stated that the diocese was involved with the reorganisation of school places in a number of LEAs. Its contention was that Catholic education should be freely available to all baptized Catholics, where financially viable, and St Paul's met all the necessary criteria. He drew attention to the principles for education provision within the School Organisation Plan - that school places should be matched to parent preference (currently 90% of Catholic pupils in Beechwood opted for St Paul's); the need to maintain diversity of provision (which currently was available) and not to reduce the number of denominational places. One of St Paul's strengths was its provision for pupils with special educational needs. 

The Catholic schools being suggested as alternatives - St Joseph's (Upton), Holy Cross and St Peter's (Noctorum) had no suitable transport links to Beechwood; in addition, St Joseph's was already full, Holy Cross would be full following conversion to one-form entry and St Peter's was almost full. The diocese had already made concessions in relation to surplus places in other schools in Birkenhead and by releasing two classrooms at St Paul's to the Shrewsbury Catholic Children's Society, an organisation serving children and families in the community. St Paul's was financially viable, and the diocese was also promoting collaboration between Catholic schools to assist its organisational viability.

He asked the Cabinet to note that the diocese did regard the position as a serious one and was taking what it considered to be the most appropriate action, given its remit to maintain parental rights and uphold the Bishop's responsibilities. In adhering to that, the diocesan representatives would have no choice but to oppose the proposal if it went before the School Organisation Committee (which would then result in its being referred to the Schools Adjudicator and possibly the Secretary of State). He hoped, however, that a local solution could be achieved. He stated that planning was based on the number of infant baptisms and there was no evidence that such numbers were decreasing. Nevertheless, the diocese was committed to reducing its surplus places to 10%, in line with the Audit Commission's recommendation, by September 2008. With regard to St Paul's, it had proposed that the situation could be monitored jointly up to that time, after which the matter could come before the Cabinet again and a decision be taken based on the available evidence. 

(vi) On behalf of Manor Primary School, Nigel Greathead, Headteacher, stated that his school had moved into new premises only in 2003. The considerable investment (£650,000) sent a message to the people in the area that education mattered, and the school had settled down well following the disruption caused by the building works. It was too soon to be considering further reorganisation, and amalgamation (Option B.1) was therefore not an appropriate course of action. In its present form, Manor Primary was an inclusive school that paid great heed to the maxim "every child matters" and would welcome any pupils wishing to transfer there.

(vii) On behalf of The Dell Primary School, Bill Nock, a governor, expressed disappointment that the consultation had been weighted against the school from the outset, in that all three options put forward (A, B & C) had involved closure of The Dell. He pointed out some discrepancies in the report and disputed that closure of the school could be justified in terms of its being less environmentally friendly or that the safety of pupils would be enhanced on another site. In addition, the school had a higher level of access for disabled persons, certainly much more than at Rock Ferry Primary School, which he saw as an out-dated, two-storey building. He believed the only valid reason for closure being advanced was the question of falling rolls, which could be resolved by closing the older school. The parents of pupils at the school were happy with the current arrangements, which allowed small class sizes. The school was operating to a good standard: it took in pupils excluded from other schools, who had settled in well; it also catered for a high percentage of children with special educational needs and had the best SATs results in the area.

(viii) On behalf of Well Lane Primary School, Steve Blaylock, Chair of Governors, stated that the school regretted being part of the process and was conscious of the feelings expressed by all involved in it. However, on balance, he agreed with the Director's recommendations, which he felt should proceed as soon as possible in order to put an end to any further uncertainty.

The Chair thanked all of the speakers for their contributions and invited comments from members. The Leader of the Conservative Group stated that the level of response to the consultation exercise and the various comments submitted to the meeting showed the high degree of commitment that so many people gave to the education system in Wirral. He was keen to ensure that every pupil got the best education possible. In the interests of an efficient service, some closures were inevitable, but he was disappointed, having been impressed by the achievements of Vyner Primary School, that it was recommended for closure. However, ultimately, he felt that the community spirit and ethos within each school that was supported by headteachers, staff and parents, was not so much about buildings as the people themselves, and he was confident that similar achievements would prevail in any new school. He was confident that the recommendations being put forward by the Director were the result of a most thorough consultation exercise and careful deliberation. He felt also that there would be sufficient suitable provision for Roman Catholics within the Borough and felt it was unfortunate that reference had been made to possible legal action in support of parents' and pupils' human rights.

The Leader of the Liberal Democrat Group stated that agreeing to close any school would be one of the hardest decisions that elected members would have to take. He accepted that the report had explored all of the options (both the initial ones and those raised subsequently) and that the conclusions drawn were valid, based on the information available. He felt it was unfortunate that the option for a joint denominational school had not materialised and expressed the hope that the Diocese of Shrewsbury would not oppose and/or hold up the recommendations.

The Cabinet member for Education and Lifelong Learning accepted that the Cabinet's decision would have an effect on people's future and opportunities. However, he accepted that the consultation process had been as transparent as it could be and that the officers had gone out of their way to give everyone the opportunity to record their views in every way possible. The Cabinet's dilemma was that in the face of falling rolls, to take no action was not an option. He personally had been involved in most of the meetings held and he had been very impressed by the magnificent spirit, commitment and dedication that each group of governors, staff, parents and pupils, had demonstrated in relation to their particular schools. He was confident, however, that the new alternatives would also be able to provide an excellent standard of education. He was particularly concerned to see that groups of friends could stay together and that there would be an effective redeployment exercise. 

  Minute Decision :

Resolved (6:0) - 

(1) That the Director of Education and Cultural Services and his staff be thanked for their hard work in conducting what has been a very difficult consultation exercise; in addition, all those that have responded to the consultation be thanked for their contributions.

(2) That statutory proposals be published in respect of the following:

(i) closure of The Dell Primary School;

(ii) closure of St Paul's Catholic Primary School;

(iii) closure of Vyner Primary School and St Oswald's Church of England (Controlled) Primary School;

(iv) opening a new C of E Controlled school on the current St Oswald's site;

and that the Director of Education and Cultural Services 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.

(3) That a further report be prepared in order to explore the option of establishing an academy in Birkenhead, to be submitted to the Cabinet following consultation with the Education and Cultural Services Select Committee. 

  Footnote :

Councillors Foulkes, G Davies and McLaughlin, having declared a prejudicial interest in this matter, withdrew from the meeting - see minute 96 above. Councillors PL Davies and Green declared a personal interest.

Councillor P L Davies took the chair for this item.

