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The Future of Peasenhall School

Response of the National Union of Teachers, Suffolk Division

1.
Suffolk NUT recognises the problems of financial viability for very small schools, but points out that this can be mitigated substantially by a reversal of current LEA and Central Government policies to allow and encourage:

- greater targeted financial assistance by way of block or specific grants

- restoring previously withdrawn or reduced LEA grants such as the NQT induction grant and the financing of headteacher release time in the smallest schools

- providing a financial incentive for collaborative use of resources (loose federation) and multi-use of facilities (extended schools).

- subsidising virement into rural primary education by reducing slightly the differential in Table 3 per capita values for Secondary age pupils (when so allowed by Government constraints).

2.
The County Council needs to review the constitution of its consultative and decision-making bodies or processes to take into account the large number of small and very small schools in the County.  At present the larger and mainly urban schools are influencing and deciding County Policy at the expense of the smaller schools.  This has led to a rapid decline in resource support for smaller schools and, after Gazeley and Peasenhall, many others must soon be considered at risk.  This situation is not just due to demographic changes; it has been exacerbated by LEA policy decisions concerning the distribution of budgets.

3.
Although the LEA has produced a policy document on Federation, indicating that it could be entertained in various formats and loose arrangements, it appears that, in the case of both Gazeley and Peasenhall, the only approaches made to local schools were on the basis of full and formal federation.   Furthermore, there was no preparatory stages or discussion and Federation was therefore seen as a crisis measure, rushed onto the agenda of a couple of neighbouring Governing Bodies, without proper preparation or consideration of alternative forms of collaboration and without financial and organisational certainties.  We can therefore understand why Governing Bodies would not wish to be rushed into a positive decision.

4.
Although Federation has many drawbacks (the NUT submitted to the LEA a full response to the consultation paper in 2003), it is one way of maintaining small schools in sparsely populated areas, but only if the ground is prepared by greater collaboration on costs, curriculum, resources, events, InSeT, etc.     This may also mean at some stage some sharing of staff, and sharing of resources.

5.
The NUT has pointed out that Federation does not work well in an LMS context, where each school has to have its own budget determined by its own Governing Body.  There is an underlying contradiction of policies: LMS and collaboration / federation are in fact mutually exclusinve concepts.  LMS also militates against LEA strategic planning for an area.  However, given the relaxation of the LMS formula rules this financial year, and the likely impact on future years, we see an opportunity for the LEA to develop a more flexible approach and to target “collaboration funding” to groups of schools.

6.
We propose that groups of small schools, or mixtures of small and larger schools, are encouraged both financially and by way of LEA services to schools (advisory, consultative, pupil services, etc) to move towards collaboration and liaison, to support each other rather than to compete.  When a “crisis” then arises, such as happened at Gazeley and Peasenhall, for different reasons, there would already be a supportive, collaborative framework in place.   Under such prepared circumstances, we are sure that there would have been a different response to some form of Federation.

7.
We note that, although the DfES Federation Webpage refers to schools piloting Federation in Norfolk and Cambridgeshire, enquiries show that in fact none of the examples cited are in a full federation.  They are looser forms of collaboration, and they appear to be working well.  We would suggest that appropriate LEA officers and headteachers visit these schools and feed their observations back into Suffolk LEA policy on Federation.

8.
Regarding the immediate future of Peasenhall, it is important not to undermine any further the confidence of parents and the local community.  As was witnessed graphically at Gazeley, the school was doomed at the very first mention of the word “closure”, as parents started to withdraw their children from the school even before the formal decision was taken.  We therefore propose that the LEA should announce that the school will not be closed in the foreseeable future. The LEA should seek to appoint a permanent headteacher.  This would allow the kind of collaborative arrangements outlined above to take place and could provide the confidence that parents will need in order to remain faithful to the school, rather than to assume closure and, in the interests of their children, make an inevitable transfer sooner rather than later.

9.
We fear that much damage to parental confidence has already been done.  To continue to run the school under “caretaker management” would further indicate to parents that the LEA is preparing for closure.   This appears to be borne out by some bias detected in the LEA consultation paper.

10.
Re. para 1.2: “8 children within the Peasenhall catchment area currently attend Yoxford School and this number will rise to at least 10 in September.”   The implication of this statement is that parental choice was already favouring Yoxford.  In fact, the 2 catchment areas join in very sparsely populated areas.  For families in the boarder area where it is easier to get to Yoxford than to Peasenhall parents may well make that choice on the grounds of convenience, all other things being equal.   It is important to note that 3 children attend Peasenhall from the Yoxford and Leiston catchment areas.  Any further movement away from Peasenhall could well be influenced by the uncertain future.

11.
The LEA consultation paper refers to difficulties in the delivery of the National Curriculum in very small schools and to limitations in Social interactions.   The teachers at the school would contest both statements and we do not believe that there has been any major concerns expressed either by the LEA or OFSTED concerning pupils’ experiences at Peasenhall.  The staff have worked very hard to ensure that the pupils have similar opportunities and experiences to pupils in larger schools, while maintaining the distinct advantages of being in small classes and a tightly-knit community.  Indeed, it has been pointed out that those parents who choose private education for their children would expect their children to be in a very small class not unlike those at Peasenhall.  The differentiation offered to the pupils of Peasenhall is exemplary and would be hard to replicate in a standard urban classroom of 30 pupils.  OFSTED reports and SATs results bear out that standards at the school are good.  The school has also won a School Achievement Award and has enjoyed much parental support.

12.
We reject the inference that the pupils’ education would be better elsewhere or that or that the school is not delivering pupils’ entitlement adequately.  Where there could be greater mix and range, this could well be developed by the kind of collaboration outlined above.

13.
Recruitment and Retention: with the exception of the post of headteacher’s relief teacher, staffing at the school has been very stable.  We are sorry that the LEA and Governors chose not to advertise in May for a permanent replacement for the departing headteacher.  We believe that talk of federation should only have been entertained either (a) after the appointment of a new headteacher or (b) when all reasonable attempts to find a new headteacher had been exhausted.   Unfortunately, the LEA appeared to be advising that it was not worth advertising.  In our view, that was the decision which led to the rapid decline in confidence that the school has a future.

14.
The NUT therefore recommends that the LEA seek to make a permanent headship arrangement for Peasenhall, preserving a school in the village, but to move towards greater collaboration with neighbouring schools.  This could eventually evolve into a formal federation, depending on national developments concerning the governance and funding of schools within groups or federations.

15.
We advise that, as with Gazeley, a decision to “wait and see” with temporary arrangements will actually be seen as a decision to close.  Parents will lose patience and assume the worst.  As with Gazeley, this would lead to a school being technically open, but with no pupils.  The LEA should learn the lessons and encourage parents to stay at, and others to choose, Peasenhall.  This will only happen if the LEA produces a clear survival plan, and invest in new, collaborative ways of organising education in our more sparsely populated rural areas.

22/07/04



Martin Goold, Secretary
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