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PRESS RELEASE






    October 22nd 2008
Suffolk NUT Fights Schools Closure Plan
Suffolk NUT has lodged formal objections to the statutory notices to close Lowestoft’s Middle Schools and the linked proposal to close existing Sixth Forms in the town’s Secondary Schools.
The Union has sent to Suffolk County Council and the Learning & Skills Council an 18-page document giving detailed arguments and warning the Authority that their plans are not fit for the educational scene from 2010 onwards.  The objection is also published on the Union’s local website www.suffolknut.org.uk .
The Union says that the so-called “stakeholder consultation” process had been a sham throughout and that unions, teachers, parents and students had never been given a genuine chance to have their opinions taken seriously.  Once the whole-county decision had been taken (to close Middle Schools) no alternatives were ever properly considered by the County’s councillors and Officers.
The NUT also points out that the actual “preferred model” for Lowestoft (closing sixth forms and opening a new sixth-form centre) was not even included in the original “in principle” consultation document, but was then just steam-rollered through the rest of the process as if it had been.
The NUT has been putting forward an alternative model for Lowestoft which they say would be much less disruptive to parents and pupils, make better use of existing buildings, would retain more of the existing staff and create a proper basis for developing the new 14-19 Diploma courses.  But the NUT claims that their well-argued views were never allowed to get on the agenda of the councillors considering the reorganisation.
The NUT model is to convert Middle Schools into KS3 or KS2 schools and retain and expand the existing sixth forms into a joined-up consortium of the three High Schools and the FE College to provide a seamless service for the new Diploma courses (which have to be offered at all levels to all students from age 14).
The NUT believes that, once these facts were known, the people of Lowestoft would have preferred their proposal to the SCC model, if it had been included as an option in the consultation process.   The NUT quotes from the “Northumberland” judgement where parents took their council to a judicial review and won.  Martin Goold, Assistant Division Secretary for the NUT in Suffolk, said:

“It is clear that Suffolk County Council has committed the same legal errors as Northumberland.   The plain fact is that the people of Lowestoft have never had a chance to put forward alternative proposals, including the status quo – these have always been ruled out in the so-called consultation meetings as ‘not an option’ ”.  

The NUT quotes the judge in the Northumberland case: “There was no consultation on the implications for specific school partnerships, let alone specific schools. ”   ….. (Consultation was) “confined to consideration of different two-tier models. …/… At no stage during the consultation process has there been any consultation on whether or not specific school partnerships, let alone specific schools, should adopt a two-tier model. ”

Martin Goold said: “It has never been a sensible idea to create new 11-16 schools at a time when the effective school leaving age is to be raised to 17 and when students at age 14 must have access to the whole range of the new, mainly vocational courses in specialisms like Engineering, Hair & Beauty, Built Environment, etc.

The Authority simply has no idea where and how it is going to provide these courses, for up to 50% of the 14 year olds in Lowestoft, within the reorganised provision it has in mind.”

The NUT believes that neither the FE college or the proposed sixth-form centre next door would be big enough to cater for all the 14-16 year olds doing the Vocational Courses.  They say that the only way of making effective Diploma provision for these pupils is to share the Diploma teaching 14-19, with specialist workshops, etc., in the three High Schools.   This means keeping their sixth-form so that Higher Level Diplomas can be offered and students can stay on in the same school.  The Union believes that the need for all 16 year olds to change school at the end of Yr 11 will actually be a disincentive to continue in Education.
“All in all”, said Mr Goold, “The Authority’s current plan is replacing one 3-tier system with another, because every 16 year-old in Lowestoft will have to change their school to be able to go into the sixth form, even if they only need a couple of weeks to complete a Diploma.  It is, frankly, bonkers.  Surely, the point of going through all this disruption is to come out of it with something clearly better and fit for 2010 onwards.  Instead, Suffolk is really creating a sixth-form college – an idea from the late 20th century which is now only really viable for A-level and other strictly 16-19 courses.”  

ENDS

Note to Editors:

The full text of the objection is available on www.suffolknut.org.uk/SORResponse10-08.doc or via the Homepage on www.suffolknut.org.uk .

The NUT has over 3,000 qualified teacher members in Suffolk

Contacts overleaf:
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NUT County Division Secretary:  

Graham White  

Home Tel : 01206 263545    Mobile: 07917 445851
GCWNay@aol.com 
Work Base: Gt Cornard Upper School
NUT Spokesman on 14-19 Curriculum Development:

Paul Widdowson
Home Tel: 01986 872114
paul.widdowson1@btinternet.com 
Work Base: Leiston High School
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