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Press Release

February 25th 2008

Suffolk NUT has responded to the announcement today that SCC will continue with its plan to close Middle Schools and replace them with 11-16 schools and a sixth-form centre.

The NUT welcomed the delay in any decision on sixth-form provision in Haverhill, but regretted that this was not extended to Lowestoft, where in fact the same considerations apply.

Martin Goold, County Secretary of the largest of the Teachers’ Unions in Suffolk , the NUT, said: “SCC have not listened to what people have been telling them in the so-called consultations on School Reorganisation, and are proceeding, lemming-like, to push through in Lowestoft a disastrous plan that will disrupt every school in the areas affected, create staff redundancies, and land up with a system which will not even be capable of delivering what is required in 2011.”  

The NUT also says it is wrong for an Ipswich-based County administration to impose a solution on Lowestoft and Haverhill, when it is very like that by the time Middle Schools are closed, there could well be unitary councils with very different views and agenda.  “If Haverhill becomes part of a West Suffolk Unitary Council, I think that councillors in Bury St Edmunds would have a very different view about how they would want to see Middle Schools developed.  And Lowestoft might well need to do some joint planning with Great Yarmouth, Beccles and Bungay,” said Mr Goold.

Suffolk NUT is not just opposing the LA’s plans.  It has consistently put forward a better alternative, looking at what is really needed for a 21st century education system.

Mr Goold stated: “Suffolk’s plans for schools in Lowestoft and perhaps in Haverhill will clearly not meet the needs of education in the 21st century.   But it is not too late to amend them to make sensible adjustments which will.”

The NUT Alternative

Instead of closing Middle Schools, creating out-dated 11-16 schools and an unnecessary new sixth-form college, disrupting all schools and displacing many staff or making them redundant, the NUT suggests bringing the Middle and Upper schools under one management committee by using the Government’s legislation on School Federations:
Stage 1: 

· Merge Middle and Upper Schools under one management and governance structure, embracing temporarily years 5-18 – this can be done by soft or hard federation, merger or by formal closure of one school and absorption into the other.  The age range for the high schools should allow for the continuation of post 16 courses.   

· Plan a formal consortium of sixth-form courses across the 3 High Schools and FE College for maximum offering of subjects and rationalisation of group size, starting with the current courses offered.

· Plan the introduction of the 17 lines of study for 14-19 Diploma courses, as a consortium of the 3 High Schools and the FE College, maximising the offering available from Year 10.

· The staff of the former Middle School will transfer to the management and governance of the Federated Schools with a unified identity.  One single body will therefore manage staff in both Middle and Upper/High Schools.

· Where feeder First Schools are able to accommodate year 5 or both years 5 and 6, this can happen in a gradual and planned way, when appropriate buildings, resources and staffing are all in place and in accordance with parental preferences.  

· Middle School staff who wish to can transfer to the Primary Schools as part of the planned changes, and in accordance with the staffing protocol already agreed.

· There can be flexibility over the transfer of teaching of year 9 to the buildings of the existing 13-18 schools, or retaining year 9 in the former Middle Schools, depending on availability of staffing, space and resources.

· Where Year 9 stay in the Middle School buildings, this will liberate space in High Schools for the development of specialist teaching rooms for some of the 17 lines of Diploma.  (The NUT is most concerned that each 11-18 school has on its premises some specialist teaching for the 14-19 Diplomas, rather than send its Yr 10-13 pupils out to the FE College for a high proportion of teaching time.  Group sizes for practical diplomas will be considerable smaller than for traditional GCSE subjects, and a great investment in specialist rooms such as engineering workshops, hair salons, etc needs to be made.)

This will avoid the “big bang” of all the changes taking place at once, leading to great stress on resources, pupils and staff and inevitably creating a mismatch of teaching skills and even redundancy.   Transfer between actual buildings can be delayed until everything is ready, while ensuring joined-up governance and management, including of curricular, personnel and staffing matters.

Stage 2:

· Build new facilities required for the full 14-19 curriculum, including new ‘A’-level courses, as patterns of take-up of Diploma and “traditional” courses emerge, using Building Schools for the Future funding (which is designed precisely for this purpose, nationally).  Building should be based on the current 2 or 3 High Schools and FE College, to avoid complicating staffing, planning and consortium arrangements

· Complete the transfer of KS2 pupils to the Primary schools in accordance with parental preferences.

· Rationalise former Middle School buildings as KS3 Annexes, surplus to requirements or more suitable for Primary education than existing First School buildings.

This NUT plan meets the much-vaunted original principles of the Review (better than the Authority’s own scheme!), creates a genuine 2-tier system with 11-18 schools and 14-19 consortium with maximum flexibility to cope with the uncertainties of how 14-19 programmes will be provided.  In fact, by removing transfer at 16 for all students, the NUT plan meets the Authority’s original objective for a 2-tier system much more exactly.

The NUT challenges the Authority to come clean on the flaws in their proposals:

· What will happen to 11-16 schools when the effective school leaving age rise to 17, then 18?

· What courses will be provided at the 16-19 centre?  Will it be large enough to cater for Diploma courses for Year 14-16 as well as Diplomas and traditional courses for 16-19 year olds?

· Just how many students aged 14-19 will have some of their lessons at the 16-19 centre?

· How many fewer staff will be required at the current High Schools?

· What will happen to students who have reached the end of Yr 11 but have not completed their Diploma, requiring just a few weeks to complete (If they are registered in a 11-16 school, they will not be able to stay on and will have to register in a new institutions for just a few weeks.)

· What will happen to students who finish Level 2 in Year 11 but want to take a Level 3 Diploma without waiting until September to do so?

· How will the proposals cope with up to 40% of each year group from Yr 10 to undertake specialist courses in all 17 lines of learning for the Diploma?

· How will the 16-19 centre be governed and staffed?  Is it true that there can be no guarantees given to existing staff and that the new 16-19 school will have the right to appoint its own staff?

· Will the Authority give a guarantee that existing High School teachers will be able to teach in the new 16-19 centre?

· What is wrong with using the federation route to make the whole process manageable for staff, pupils and buildings?  Doesn’t that make more sense than disrupting all schools, changing the age range of all schools and relying on a staffing protocol which only half of the schools have adopted, and which is in any case not binding.

· What are the estimated redundancy costs involved in the Authority’s proposals?  How much less would that be if staff were retained in a Federated approach? 

The NUT has asked these questions many times, including in writing, but has received no response from the Authority.  

Using the Federation approach, the Authority could achieve its original SOR objectives, save on redundancy payments, make best use of existing buildings and, most importantly, create the organisation and governance arrangements which can adapt to any political changes re. Unitary councils, and respond to actual demand for continuous 14-19 courses at levels 1 to 3.
Note to editors: The full response of the NUT to the Lowestoft SOR Proposals is available on www.suffolknut.org.uk/SORResponse0108.doc .
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