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Your Questions Answered

This aims to help all those involved with schools as the Wirral Primary Schools Review develops.

We have tried to provide helpful answers to questions that are likely to arise.

If your question isn't answered then get in touch with the Asset Management Team - telephone 0151 666 4351 or email primaryplaces@wirral.gov.uk

We hope that we will be able to give you further information and add your question if it will be helpful to others.

Purpose of the Review

Q. Why is the LEA carrying out this Review? Why not leave the primary schools as they are?

A. On the face of it, doing nothing or maintaining the status quo might be an option. But there are good educational reasons for a review of primary school provision in Wirral. There is a significant proportion of surplus places, which is predicted to grow over the next five years. This means that more money is being spent on buildings and infrastructure costs and less is available directly to support children's education.

The birth rate in Wirral is falling and as a result the number of children in primary schools is reducing each year. The primary school population is forecast to drop by 2000 pupils over the next 5 years. Every primary school will experience the consequence of this to a greater or lesser degree. 

Within schools each surplus place represents a cost, which could be redirected into resources which more directly benefit children, such as teachers, support staff and educational teaching resources. Surplus places do not mean smaller classes for children because schools are funded through a formula, which is largely determined by how many children each school has. The vulnerable schools have less and less money resulting in fewer staff and fewer resources for the children. Removal of surplus places is not therefore

about saving money but about targeting resources more efficiently.
This isn't just Wirral LEA's view. OfSted and the Audit Commission have also drawn attention to this. The 2001 OfSted report on Wirral LEA made a clear recommendation that the LEA should take action to reduce the over supply of primary school places. 

Doing nothing is not an option.

Q. What are surplus places and why do we need to get rid of them?
 

A. Surplus places occur where a school has more pupil places than the number of pupils attending the school. The Department for Education and Skills (DfES) requires authorities to keep surplus places between 5% and 10%, otherwise money for educating children is being spent on cleaning and maintaining spare classrooms. Wirral will have about 18% surplus places in the next five years unless action is taken to remove them. The OfSted report on the LEA required the council to take action to remove the surplus places.

 

Q. You say that surplus school places are set to rise; yet there are many new housing developments through Housing Market Renewal in this area. How have your figures been calculated?
 
A.The projected number of pupils have been calculated based on existing numbers in school and live birth figures from the Health Authority, as well as information on new housing.  Housing Market Renewal is not expected to increase the population in the areas involved, and the number of pupil places needed will continue to decline.

  

Q. What has this got to do with educational standards?

A. The overriding aim of the Review is about using available resources effectively. This is a key part of supporting schools in raising standards. 

If we spend less on buildings and infrastructure costs, it means more money is available for teachers and resources to support learning. For example, if there were no surplus places at all, every school would have received an extra £169 per pupil in 2004.

Raising educational standards is Wirral LEA's highest priority. The Education and Cultural Services Department is working to secure high standards of achievement and attainment. This is clearly emphasised in the LEA's Strategic Priorities and in the Education Development Plan. 

We believe that standards can be raised by:

· Providing teachers and pupils with better facilities in which to teach and learn

· Providing schools with additional resources to spend on children’s education
 Q. This is really all about saving money, isn't it?

A. No, it isn’t.  It is about making better use of the resources available. The issue is how that money is spent. Any savings made by reducing surplus places will be redeployed in schools to help raise standards. 

It is about putting money to better use and reinvesting it in children’s education rather than empty school places.

Q. I don’t want my child to travel a long distance to school. 
 
The LEA will provide transport to school if the new distance is more than the statutory maximum walking distance, which is 2 miles for children under 8 years old, and 3 miles for those over 8 years old. 

Distances that pupils travel will be taken into account when decisions regarding proposals are taken.

Size of schools

Q. Does the LEA want all schools to be the same size?

A. No. There are advantages for children, staff and parents in primary schools of at least 210 children. But regard will be paid to local issues and factors and there is no set rule. 

Q. What's wrong with small schools?

A. There is nothing necessarily wrong with a small school. In some locations, schools can be small just because of the size of the building.

However, where possible, schools should be of a sufficient size to have the best chance of raising standards and making effective provision. For example, a larger school will have more staff and, generally, a greater range of staff experience and expertise to share. Also, a larger school will have a bigger financial base to support specialist resources. The Primary Places Review considers those schools which have small numbers of children, as well as those which have significant numbers of surplus places. 

Process of the Review

Q. When will I know what is going to happen to this school?

A. The Review process has to follow DfES guidelines on proposals for school re-organisation. The Council has decided to consult on options for change. So, a consultation document, detailing the options, will be published and widely distributed.  Consultation meetings will take place where anyone who wants to can comment on the options. Details of the date, times and locations of the meetings will be widely publicised.

All the responses to the consultation document will be analysed and taken into consideration before a decision is made by the Council on whether to proceed to the formal stage of proposals. 

If proposals are published, there is then a six week period where written representations can be made commenting on the proposal.

Q. Will staff be fully consulted on any proposals?

A. Yes. In addition to the consultation document, there will be meetings for staff and governors, as well as for parents. 

Q. What would happen to any building which is vacated?

A. This would depend on the size, condition and location of the building. Consideration would be given to retaining a building for alternative use. However, in some cases, buildings may be sold, with the money being used to improve other school buildings.

At this stage, no land valuations have been made, and there are no plans or planning applications in relation to any of the sites concerned.

Q. Who are the decision makers?

A. Final decisions on school re-organisation are not made by the Council. They are made by the School Organisation Committee (SOC), an independent body with representatives from schools, the LEA, the Diocesan Authorities and SureStart. The SOC considers the case made by the Council and any representations made by the public. If the SOC is unable to reach a decision, then the case goes to the Schools Adjudicator, an independent figure appointed by the Government, for a final decision. 

Q. How will all this be funded?

A. The LEA has its normal capital programme funding for spending on improvements to primary school buildings, and there are other funding streams which could be used. If a site was released for sale, there would also be the potential to obtain capital receipts to spend on improving other school buildings. However, a ‘surplus’ school site might be used to provide facilities for community use and delivering services to the public. 

Staffing issues

Q. What will happen to staff if our school closes or amalgamates?

A. If a school closes, then all posts in that school cease to exist. If two or more schools are amalgamated then, legally, the existing schools are closed and a new school is opened. So, again, all the posts in the existing schools cease to exist. 

However, continuing provision will need to be made for the children and the numbers of children will be very similar in any new or alternative arrangement. This means that existing staff will be redeployed as far as possible in alternative schools. Wirral has an excellent record on deployment.

Q. Who makes the decisions on appointment of school staff?

A. The governing body of a school has the power and responsibility to make staff appointments. When a new school is to be established, a temporary governing body is set up in advance of the opening date in order to prepare for the new school. Their responsibilities include making staff appointments.

In consultation with trade unions, the LEA draws up a staffing agreement for the re-organisation so that governing bodies give first consideration when making appointments to staff displaced from closing schools.

Q. Will everyone working at schools that are amalgamated have to apply for their own jobs?

A. In an amalgamation, the existing schools are closed and posts in those schools cease to exist. The new school will have its own staffing structure although it is likely that the posts will have similar duties to those in the previous school. In making appointments to the new school, careful consideration will be given to applicants from the old schools for these jobs, taking into account their particular skills and experience. 

Q. If my school is closed will I be able to retire early? Are redundancy payments and enhancement available?

A. These staffing arrangements will follow national regulations and Wirral local policies. Much will depend on the circumstances of the individual. Staff are strongly urged to consult their unions or other professional advisers about their personal circumstances. The LEA Staffing Team will also be able to advise on national and local arrangements and how they apply to individuals involved in school reorganisation.

Terminology

Q. What are Extended Schools?
 
These are schools where a number of services are provided for the community. These can include libraries, SureStart and early years, adult education, sports, arts and leisure facilities. They can also offer a number of health and social services, perhaps providing a ‘one stop’ shop for the public to access council services. 

Q. I’ve heard about federation. What is Federation? 

There are two main types of federation - a hard federation and a soft federation. Their purpose is to share management and staffing expertise across a number of schools, in order to enhance the management efficiency and teaching capacity of their schools and so improve children’s learning experiences. Federations can be between schools with the same age ranges or between schools with different age ranges.
 
The hard federation is often just called a federation. Each school keeps its own name and admissions arrangements, but the staffing and resources of all the schools within the federation are managed by the same headteacher and governed by a single governing body. Each of the schools in the federation would have a senior manager or Assistant Headteacher on site.
 
The soft federation is often called collaboration. Each school retains its own name, governing body and admission arrangements. The governing bodies decide how they want to work together and how much they want to share staffing and resources across the schools. Each school would have a senior manager or Assistant Headteacher on site.

  
Federation means that resources and teaching expertise can be shared across the schools, so improving the learning experiences that can be offered to the children. It is particularly effective in areas with many small rural schools, such as Cumbria. However, It does not usually remove any surplus places, and does not fully address the problems faced by small schools.
 
For further information, contact the Asset ManagementTeam.
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Asset Management Team

Wirral LEA

Education and Cultural Services

Hamilton Building
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Birkenhead

CH41 4FD

Tel: 0151 666 4351

Email: primaryplaces@wirral.gov.uk
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