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Steven Howe, SOR Team Leader (North)

Adrian House

Alexandra Road

LOWESTOFT

NR32 1PL

Our ref: SOR:LowestoftResponse1
Dear Mr Howe,

Lowestoft – Future Options Paper, second iteration
As issued on 31/08/2007

Feedback from Suffolk NUT
We have pleasure in providing feedback on the above document as requested and would like our observations to be reported to the SOR Team, County Steering Group and the next meeting of the Lowestoft Stakeholders’ and County Stakeholders’ Forums.
General Comments: The NUT has continuously opposed the approach of considering the future structure of Education in the County from the basis of a decision to close Middle Schools.   We have pointed out that the major challenge for organising education from 2008 onwards will be the impact of new Vocational Courses for the 14-19 age group, where all schools will have to be able to offer access by any student to any of the 14 vocational strands. 
Secondary Phase Provision: We note that the focus of Lowestoft Reorganisation has moved from mainly considering how to effect the closure of Middle Schools, to a debate about Sixth Form Provision (followed by how to fit in Years 5 and 6 to existing primary schools).    We are concerned that the proposal for a Sixth-Form Centre, emanating from the 3 High Schools, has been issued independently and discussed openly with their staff, but that proposal has not been formally included in the Stakeholder discussion on options.  Furthermore, stakeholder discussions on the same option  are deemed confidential.   NUT believes that the High Schools’ proposal must be integrated into the decision-making process for Lowestoft Schools and all options subject to scrutiny by those whose livelihoods are at stake, before publishing public consultation options.
The NUT believes that our original proposal, to convert Middle Schools into KS3 annexes of 11-19 schools (or KS2 annexes where preferable), with a transfer of building at the end of year 9, would create an excellent foundation for the High Schools to provide, jointly with the College, the full range of both traditional GCSE/A/AS courses and new vocational diploma courses.   

The current proposals begin to address vocational education as far as post-16 is concerned, but fail to address the need for growth of vocational courses in Years 10 and 11. 

We are concerned that 11-16 secondary schools are not popular with teachers who are qualified and experienced in Sixth-Form Teaching, and the lack of sixth-form opportunities will be a further disincentive to recruitment to Lowestoft schools.

This will be compounded when the proposed 11-16 schools need to make provision for vocational courses in KS4.   As with academic subjects, well qualified specialist subject teachers can be attracted to schools with sixth-forms, enabling qualified specialist teaching to take place in KS4 (e.g. Business Studies, Second Foreign Language).  If post-16 vocational courses are left to the FE Sector to provide, schools will not have the specialist staff to introduce and maintain similar vocational courses in Year 10.   This is already happening on a small scale in the Leiston-Bungay-Beccles pyramids, where vocational courses in the High School are being transferred to the Halesworth Centre, which is run and staffed by the FE College.
We fear that either of the 2 secondary options of 11-16 schools with a sixth-form college will inevitably lead to schools losing the vocational courses, and those students, to vocational centres run by the college.
For this reason, the NUT believes that the option of using Middle School buildings to accommodate years 7-9 (KS3), enables the High Schools, while taking on all of KS3 under its management for continuity and to meet the objectives of the SOR outcomes, to offer a better option than seeking to emulate Norfolk’s Sixth-form colleges in the hope of stemming any loss of sixth-formers to Gorleston.

Indeed, because of the need in future for there to be continuity of vocational provision from 14-19, and the need to have specialist teaching for the new subjects from year 10, we anticipate sixth-form colleges being less competitive than those schools which can offer qualified vocational teaching in KS4.  This is precisely the wrong time to be creating a sixth-form college and failing to make provision for 14-16 vocational education in feeder schools.

The NUT therefore rejects all 3 options for the secondary phase as incompatible with future demands and the best use of available resources.
We do not believe that any of the existing Middle Schools are ideal buildings for a second secondary school in South Lowestoft, and we believe that to build another 11-16 school would compound the problems over vocational provision outlined above.  None of the options make best use of current middle school staff and buildings.
We remind the Authority that any new school, such as a second secondary school for South Lowestoft or a Sixth-Form Centre, will be subject in law to a bidding and tendering process which could lead to that school being a trust school or academy, outside the Authority’s ownership and control.   Staffing and governance will be independent of the current governing bodies and the undertakings given by the current High School Headteachers must therefore be seen as wishful thinking, rather than firm undertakings.   There may be cooperation and joint appointments; on the other hand, there may not.   Either could be the first trust school or academy in Suffolk.
We would support an amended form of Variation 2, all-through, with the High Schools retaining their sixth forms and developing vocational courses at KS4.

Some Middle School buildings could then be used as KS3 annexes, managed by the High Schools.    For example, Foxborough is ideally placed as a KS3 annex to Benjamin Britten High Schools.
Elsewhere, such as at Elm Tree where there is pressure on space at Elm Tree Primary School, the Elm Tree Middle School building could be a KS2 annex to the Primary School.

This approach reduces movement of staff and pupils to a minimum, keeps KS3 teaching in mostly purpose-built premises, meets the criteria of all transfers being at the end of a key stage, and reduces disruption to a much shorter period.

There will remain the problem of accommodating years 5 and 6.   We are most concerned at the lack of clarity and openness concerning possible options for the Primary Schools – we believe that the Authority will only receive reliable information on viability and desirability of the various options outlined if all staff in the schools affected are informed and able to comment.

The NUT objects to the pressure placed upon us, as representatives of those whose livelihoods are under discussion, not to divulge any detail about what is proposed, including where the closure or amalgamation of Primary Schools is under consideration.
We recognise the fact that it is not easy for all existing first schools to admit 2 additional  year groups.  The NUT pointed this out in their original response to the SOR Proposals for the County and we urged the Authority to study how this would be achieved, before deciding to close middle schools.

We see the current proposals as something of a mess, scrabbling around to find places for everyone, rather than a developing a first-class structure of high quality accommodation fit for purpose.
We are particularly concerned to see proposals to make very large Primary schools, closing local schools within walking distance of pupils’ homes.   This appears to be one of the many unforeseen consequences of a premature decision.   We do not believe that creating primary schools of 630 pupils would meet with the approval of parents or teachers.  This would be unusually large for a Primary school, over 50% larger than any other primary schools in Suffolk.  It has never been policy to create such large schools and we see this proposal as simply designed to fill up existing Middle School Buildings, regardless of their suitability.   We believe that such schools would be too large and cease to be in any sense community schools serving a discrete area of the community.
If children are to be moved considerable distances, perhaps proposals to make use of surplus places in rural schools in the Lowestoft hinterland could be an alternative approach,

Regarding the option to re-locate one Primary school to the Foxborough school buildings, we believe that moving any of those suggested would mean removing places from the centre of town to the outskirts, involving more transport for young children.     We foresee this creating more home-to-school journeys by parents, particularly where they consider their children too young to use the bus every day to and from school.
Other comments on the detailed options for Primary school reorganisation:

Variation 1:

· It would be necessary to alter the catchment area of new Foxborough Primary (ex St.Margaret’s and Northfield) and Poplars to ensure that each was within reasonable access distance without increasing home to school transport and increased carbon emissions.   Most of the Primaries in Lowestoft are now sensibly spread around.  The Foxborough Primary would have 630 pupils, most of whom would have to travel some distance.  
· If Poplars is closed and St Margarets and Northfield are relocated there would be a large gap in the middle of North Lowestoft without any Primary schools within reasonable walking distance
· We believe that the Oulton Broad site is too small to accommodate a two-form entry
· The Roman Hill Primary site is also too small to accommodate up to 630 pupils, again assuming that it is a good policy to create such large primary schools in this urban setting.
· The Kirkley Middle School site is  too small to accommodate the proposed amalgamated Fen Park and Meadow Schools – again up to  630pupils
Variation 2

· We believe that the Harris Middle site is inappropriate for Primary use – there is no  field and it is too  small to  accommodate 630  pupils
· The Kirkley Middle site is too small to accommodate the proposed amalgamated Fen Park and Meadow Schools - up to  630pupils and has been recently redeveloped with Middle School age children in mind.
· As before, Oulton Broad site is too small to accommodate a two form entry and the Roman Hill Primary site is too small to accommodate up to 630 pupils.
 
Unless and until we can consult openly with all our members in the primary schools affected, we cannot offer any more useful comments on the primary options outlined in the paper.  We would like to have been able to check all the facts and views above with the staff of each of the schools named, but this has been forbidden.
Special Education: we note that the proposals neglect Special Education and in particular the future of the 2 Special Schools in Lowestoft.  Is it the intention to re-locate Special Schools on mainstream sites as with Thomas Wolsey School in Ipswich?    The Ashley School borders the Denes High School site but the Warren School is located well away from any other school. Are these schools to remain separate or will they be included in the re-organisation?   
There are also moves afoot in the Authority generally to review EBD provision throughout the county, with an emerging preference for behaviour units on-site and staffed by mainstream behaviour teams, employed by one or more schools.   These considerations will have implications for each of the options.  Again we suggest that KS2/3 annexes would be ideally placed to enhance provision for such behaviour strategies, and High Schools with a full vocational programme of studies at KS4 will be able to offer alternative curricular programmes to disaffected pupils “on site”.
We have been allowed to consult more widely on the Staffing Protocol.  We note with some concern that this has not been distributed as yet to all staff – we believe it should be, to help start reassuring staff where possible.

However, the continuing lack of clarity over options is affecting morale.  Once Primary teachers realise that there are also possible proposals to close Primary schools and once High School staff take in the implications of losing sixth-form and KS4 vocational courses to the FE sector, there will be further anxiety.      The choice for Middle School teaching staff remains stark – either a move to 11-16/19 or a move to 3+/11.   Only the KS2/3 annex proposal provides commensurate work for these teachers, but this is never given any credibility in Authority papers, despite the obvious advantages.
We are concerned to hear that many stakeholders at the previous meetings have raised in their groups the desirability of looking at KS2/3 annexes as the best-fit option and to resolve problems over primary accommodation.  However, we are informed that this approach is either entirely or largely ignored in the write-up of those discussions.  There being no plenary session reporting back on the outcomes of discussion groups, the summaries are seen as written by officers with particular policy viewpoints in mind and we believe that good, practical alternative ideas are not being reported, developed and discussed.  Why is there not a fully-worked out plan for an all-through option which includes KS3 annexes where feasible, using existing facilities and staffing?
We believe that if the current proposals are the ones published for pubic consultation, there will be much discontent and a continuing campaign from parents and teachers to seek alternatives.  The proposals are not yet fit for publication and further research is required to produce less disruptive options which begin to make proper provision for all the learners of Lowestoft.









Martin Goold










Division Secretary
cc. Gary Nethercott


Ian Brown
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