                                       Free Schools
Free schools are ‘additional schools’ and were set up in the Academies Act 2010.  Free schools are brand new schools which are additional to schools planned and provided for in a local authority area.  A free school can be set up by any suitable proposer where there is evidence of parental demand such as a petition or declaration from interested parents.  The proposer could be a charity, an academy sponsor, a university, an independent school, a faith group or an edu-business.  Free schools will have the same freedoms as academies.  Free schools may be run for profit by private companies.  The NUT believes there are five reasons to oppose free schools.  
1  Free schools undermine local democracy
2  Funding for free schools will damage funding to other schools
3  Choice and competition are ideological obsessions, they don’t raise standards but widen inequalities
4  Free schools could lead to school closures
5  Free schools lead directly to privatisation and education being run by private, profit-making companies

There is only one free school in Suffolk at present – the Stour Valley Community School.  This is on the old Clare Middle School site.  Clare Middle School closed in August 2011 as a result of School Organisation Review.  As a result of School Organisation Review and the closure of a number of middle schools some local parents have campaigned for the retention of the middle school site but for it to be open as a new 11-16 free school.  There are rumours that Stoke by Nayland Middle, Breckland Middle and Saxmundham Middle are all going to be 11-16 free schools.  Middle schools are 9-13.  In order to convert middle schools into 11-16 schools requires a lot of money.

The so-called Stour Valley Community School is not a community school in the accepted sense but is a ‘free school’ set up in a former community middle school.  The cost of conversion of Clare Middle School site (9-13 school) into an 11-16 free school is costing taxpayers £5m.  There is not a shortage of school places for Clare pupils.  They have a choice of at least three 11-18 schools.  £5m to create a school where no need exists does not seem a good use of scarce funds.  The number of pupils going to this school in September 2011 is very small so the cost per pupil is exceptionally high when compared against other schools.

£5m could have benefitted thousands of pupils rather than a handful, had that money been given to Suffolk schools, many of which need essential repairs.  Let us not forget that the same government who can give £5m to a small, not required school cannot find money to help repair and rebuild schools under the BSF (Building Schools for the Future) project.  This was scrapped by the government.  The same government also stopped EMA (Educational Maintenance Allowance) which enabled pupils from poorer backgrounds to stay on at school.  We have also seen through lack of funding – travel allowances for students curtailed, massive cuts in the advisory service, ceasing the School Sports Partnership and many other projects which would have improved pupil provision, educational achievement, education access and improved pupil welfare.

Tim Yeo, in his support for the Free School in Clare, and his tacit support for others in his constituency is implying financial support for a few is more important than support for many.  Does he not feel that his constituents deserve a good education for all?  The NUT believes that taxpayer funded state education should be enriching the lives of young people.  We need a good local school for every child and for every community, not the educational ‘free for all’ of Free Schools.  Mr Yeo, I assume, believes the opposite.  The other local Conservative MP’s seem to hold very similar views to Mr Yeo and therefore I assume they too will give their tacit approval to any free schools set up in Suffolk.  

Contrary to what Mr Yeo and Mr Gove say free schools have not improved educational standards and the NUT believes they will not.  The evidence of the Swedish Free School system and the Charter Schools in the USA indicate the ‘benefit’ is increased profits for the companies who run these schools, not improvements in provision or standards.  Schools are for education, not profit.

Free schools are not run by teachers in the majority of cases – Stour Valley is not run by teachers and neither, to my knowledge, is the Stoke by Nay land proposals.  The so-called flexibilities so beloved and quoted are in reality able to a)  depart from the National Curriculum – without consulting parents or staff, b)  Change the length of school terms and school days – so they are different from neighbouring schools – without the current requirement to consult parents, c) ignore the national pay and conditions arrangements, and employ unqualified teachers, d) be ‘free’ from local authority ‘control’, meaning they will not be held accountable to their local education and children’s services or democratically elected members, e) ignore existing local planning laws and building regulations to set up a school.

The co-ordination, advice and supervision of free schools and academies is to be done by the YPLA (Young Peoples’ Learning Agency), a centrally funded QUANGO which is likely to be the biggest ‘local authority’ in the country.  It will be neither local nor democratic.

The creation of ‘free schools’ (known as ‘additional schools’ in the Academies Act 2010) are inevitably going to damage the educational provision of other local schools if they attract pupils from them  The more academies and free schools you create the less maintained schools get.  This creates a two tier school system  of the haves and the have not’s, those that can afford to travel to a ‘choice’ school and those that cannot, not very fair or equitable.  The evidence on academies is that the most successful and highest performing local authority schools convert – how will this improve educational standards?  The decision to close middle schools was made by SCC in 2008.  It had the wholehearted support of Mr Yeo and his Conservative colleagues is my recollection.  Mr Yeo seems to be now saying that because middle schools are closing we need ‘free schools’ to replace that provision.  The ‘Stour Valley Community School’ is an 11-16 school to replace a9-13 school.  11-16 education does not fit in well with a 14-19 education direction.  As the NUT pointed out in 2008 and several times since education provision for the 21st century needs to be based on education to age 13 and then education from 14 onwards.

The government’s ideological drive to encourage schools to become academies and to encourage the setting up of ‘free schools’ is costing millions of pounds.  This money has been raided from other school improvement projects such as BSF and Harnessing Technology Fund (upgrading of ICT, infrastructure and interactive whiteboards, etc).

Local Conservative MP’s and Mr Gove seem to believe academies and free schools improve choice – they do not.  As a parent I have a choice in Clare of state education or private independent schools.  If I choose state then I have a choice of two schools in Haverhill or I could choose Great Cornard, Sudbury or Essex schools.  If I do not want to send my children to an academy then the Haverhill option is removed.  How has a free school improved my parental choice except by giving me another ‘unacceptable’ choice?

Orwell and Deben parents were led to believe by Suffolk County Council that they would eventually get a brand new purpose-built school in Felixstowe.  Because of the Government’s insistence that all new schools have to be open to competition the competition was won by an academy sponsor – AET.  FLT bid but lost.  The NUT is opposed to academies and to free schools.  The original initial funding for the new school in Felixstowe has now been drastically cut by this government so that it is likely to be around three times the sum they gave to Stour Valley parents (Stour Valley Community School).  This is to build a brand new school not convert an existing and it is also to cater for around fifteen times the current number of students at the Stour Valley Community School.  

The NUT’s view is that it does not matter now who won the bid to open the new Felixstowe school but it does matter that we do not create yet another ‘unacceptable’ education provision.  Two wrongs do not make a right.  I do not know all the details of who the new proposed sponsor of the free school is and what their motives are but I do know that the previous executive head teacher of Deben and Orwell chose not to remain as Head/Principal.  AET have a policy of not replacing the existing staff or management as a matter of course.  They also have signed up to the TUC Model Agreement on academies and appear very willing to work with the unions and have said they will continue to honour national pay and conditions.  The NUT is happy that this is the case but would have preferred the academy not to have existed in the first place.  I am led to believe, although I do not know this for fact, that the free school was being proposed by a private company containing past and present employees/governors of Deben.  I am unclear what the purpose of the free school will be and how it will improve educational provision for Felixstowe pupils.  
Breckland Free school intends to open in September 2012 if they get approval.  It  will be an 11-16 school. They will use an education provider-yet to be decided (September2011). The provider can make a profit. Suffolk NUT is seeking guarantees that only those with QTS can teach there, abide by STPCD and Burgundy book, TUC model agreement implemented, guaranteed jobs for existing staff if they want them. Suffolk NUT will continue to oppose this proposal but will seek at the same time to protect NUT staff members now and in the future wherever they work.

The NUT opposed the academy proposals of the Labour government as it effectively reduced the power of the local authorities and therefore local planning.  In their favour, however, was that they at least got extra funding.  The Con-Dem proposals however take this one step further and in our opinion one step too far.  If we believe in a fair and equitable education system which is open to all, irrespective of income and social background, and which abides by national pay and conditions, then we cannot be in favour of either academies or free schools.  Free schools take the academies (existing schools) one stage further as they create a new school, are able to make a profit, are not constrained by the Freedom of Information Act and are more open to ideological influences.  Free schools are, in effect, new independent schools but funded by the Government and therefore by the taxpayer.  

Suffolk NUT believes:-

· Free schools undermine local democracy

· Funding for free schools will damage funding to other schools

· Choice and competition are ideological obsessions.  They do not raise standards but widen inequalities

· Free schools lead directly to privatisation and education being run by private profit-making companies

· The right to choose a school can only be exercised by those who have the means and capacity to make such choices.  Choice only has real meaning when it is available to young people within schools.

· What David Cameron (and it appears Mr Yeo and Mr Gove) describe as ‘state monopoly’ of our schools is in fact local community involvement in education.  He fails to understand that the local authority framework enables schools to work together in an educational community that places the achievement of pupils, not profit, first.

· Children only have one chance of a successful education in school.  By placing academies and free schools outside the local authority family of schools and isolating them from local authority support will make them unaccountable and more vulnerable when problems arise.

· A good, local school for every child and every community within the local authority family of schools

· It is now almost universally agreed that Finland has the best education system in Europe.  Its school system reaches the ideal – it produces both the highest standards and the best equity.  There is no competition at all within the Finnish school system.  Why is the government not aspiring to this and learning the lessons?  Why are they trying to implement policies that have failed in other countries?  Is it a case of ideology over evidence and pragmatism?
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Further information can be obtained from the NUT website www.teachers.org.uk
Information can also be gleaned from the NASUWT website and ATL website.  The Anti-Academies Alliance has a great deal of very useful information on www.antiacademies.org.uk.


Campaign for State Education – www.campaignforstateeducation.org.uk also has some useful information.

