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SOR  Proposals -

Beccles, Bungay and Leiston Pyramids
Response of Suffolk NUT

I am writing this letter in response to the consultation document instead of the questionnaire as it does not offer any possibility of disagreeing with the proposals themselves. We also wished to give a detailed response to the proposals.
 

1) The NUT believes that the case for closing our Middle Schools before alternative accommodation and structures have been put in place and agreed by the local community concerned has not been made. The public meetings and the meetings with Staff and Governors held as “consultation” have seen a clear sense that this is an imposition from politicians based in Ipswich who do not seem to wish to listen to the voice of the teachers and people who actually use the schools and understand what will work in their area. 

This is not to say that age-ranges might not be amended as the NUT has always put forward.  We have suggested that, in order to match key stage to institution, the Middle Schools could be converted, as part of a federated structure under joined-up management of curriculum and staffing, into KS2 or KS3 annexes, depending upon capacity and facilities in the First Schools. 
 

We welcome the fact that, unlike in Lowestoft, the Sixth Forms are going to be kept as part of the area’s High Schools.  We would have considered (as we do in Lowestoft) that it would have been a terrible mistake and one that we believe will need to be rectified in a few years time as the new 14-19 curriculum gets into its stride.  We already note that Sixth Form College NUT Members involved in the new curriculum are discussing that their Colleges need to begin planning to become 14-19 centres and nationally the NUT is working closely with other parties to develop a new strategy for the 14-19 sector.  We also note that in all the recent presentations it has left members more unsettled than they were before with one Bungay member saying that the recent presentations have unsettled staff and many now ‘do not have full confidence in what is proposed and are looking out for new jobs’. 
2) The following paragraphs are our proposals for each of our area’s three pyramids.

Bungay pyramid:

We note that owing to a newly-built Bungay High School probably not occurring until 2014, Bungay Middle School Buildings are to be used by the High School.  We hear that there is a proposal to put the Sixth Form in the Middle School Buildings.  The NUT would oppose this as it would mean much more movement of current High School teachers between KS4 lessons and KS5 lessons.  This would have to be given time in the timetable.  Teachers too would be teaching outside their department in classrooms designed for Year 5-8 classes and not Year 12 and 13 classes.  Added to this the Middle School staff will teach in classrooms at the High school not designed for Years 7 and 8.  We would strongly propose that the Middle and High Schools are federated as soon as possible and that Years 7-9 KS3 teaching takes place at the current Middle School building utilising the infrastructure designed for them, whilst KS4 and 5 are taught at the High School buildings for similar reasons and especially in view of the increasing blurring of age when students will move from KS4 to KS5 in a 14-19 Diploma and Functional Skills environment.  If a decision is made soon to this effect, then it would go a long way to settling staff and using the current infrastructure to maximum benefit for students.

Halesworth Middle School is currently proposed to be used for expansion of the Skills Centre.  If this only uses part of the building or is not needed then consideration will be made as to perhaps selling the site.  We would not like the site to be sold but believe that it can make a tremendous contribution to local education post-11. Like Saxmundham, there is considerable support to see post-11 education taking place in Halesworth preferably as a High School and as they are also losing several other amenities in the near future, they may fight quite hard to see post-11 education taking place in the town.   As with Bungay Middle School, we would like to see the Halesworth Middle School federated with Bungay High School and would support the use of the building for Halesworth pupils in Years 7-9 studying for KS3 using primarily staff currently there as Middle School teachers. It would also help the ‘Green Agenda’ as pupils will until 14 not have to travel to Bungay but will be educated nearer their home. We would support too the expansion of the current 14-16 Skills Centre into the Halesworth Middle School buildings as an annexe to the three High Schools for 14-19 applied learning not undertaken at the High School Buildings and for academic courses that are taken up by just a few students each year. It must be remembered that from 2013 all 14-19 students will be entitled to take any course they wish on a personalised pathway negotiated with their ‘impartial’ IAG advisor.  This facility in Halesworth would be a tremendous asset at the centre of the local partnership area and would go a long way to fulfilling this statutory provision in a cost-effective way.
Leiston/Saxmundham pyramid:

We also note that owing to a newly-built Leiston High School probably not occurring until 2014, Leiston and Saxmundham Middle School Buildings are to be used by the High School.  We note that no decision has been made yet in how to use the two Middle School Buildings but as above we would oppose a proposal to put the Sixth Form in the Middle School Buildings.  The NUT would oppose this as for the same reasons as we have noted for Bungay High School.  We do note that this has been further complicated by the success of Saxmundham in having proposed that their Middle School Building is used by the High School.  We would strongly propose that the Middle and High Schools are federated as soon as possible and that Years 7-9 KS3 teaching takes place at the current Middle School buildings utilising the infrastructure designed for them whilst KS4 and 5 are taught at the High School buildings for similar reasons.  We would argue that Saxmundham 11-14 year olds are taught KS3 at Saxmundham Middle School and the Leiston 11-14 year olds are taught KS3 in the Leiston Middle School Buildings using primarily the staff that currently teach at these respective schools.  If a decision is again made soon to this effect, then it would go a long way to settling staff and allow decisions to be made using the current infrastructure to maximum benefit for students.  It will also perhaps stop the leakage we hear is happening of potential pupils to neighbouring two-tier pyramids fearful of the disruption they perceive this SOR will cause.
Beccles Pyramid:

We note that Sir John Leman High School will also need Beccles Middle School Buildings as an annexe.  We note that no decision has been made yet in how to use the Middle School Building but as above we would oppose a proposal to put the Sixth Form in the Middle School Buildings.  The NUT would oppose this as for the same reasons as we have noted for Bungay High School.  We would strongly propose that the Middle and High School are federated as soon as possible and KS3 teaching takes place at the current Beccles Middle School building utilising the infrastructure designed for them whilst KS4 and 5 are taught at the High School buildings for similar reasons. If a decision is again made soon to this effect, then it would go a long way to settling staff and using the current infrastructure to maximum benefit for students.  We also note that Worlingham Primary School will move into the former Worlingham Middle School. We would just note that building modifications cause minimal disruption to pupil learning.
3) In March 2008, the NUT submitted an alternative approach, in writing, to the County Stakeholder Group.  This was ignored in the record of that meeting and a request for the minutes to include a reference to it in the subsequent meeting was refused by the Chair, Patricia O’Brien.  The NUT re-submits this paper for consideration as part of our present submission.  The NUT has always maintained in the Local Stakeholder Group that there is much change coming to the curriculum including its core values and therefore submit the following proposals to:

 

· create a federated "super school" under one single management structure, embracing Leiston High School with Leiston and Saxmundham Middle Schools; Bungay High School with Bungay and Halesworth Middle Schools and Sir John Leman High School with Beccles Middle School:
· make no changes to age ranges immediately

· over time adjust the staffing and allocation of pupils to school sites so that pupils would not have to physically move to another site until the end of a Key Stage. 

· change the current Middle Schools into either KS2 and/or KS3 schools or annexes
· use any surplus space for "extended school" facilities (including FE) and the expansion of vocational courses (e.g. Diplomas) attracting 14-19 clients from outlying areas and giving more local College courses other than Lowestoft College.

 

The advantages of such an alternative would include:

· time to adapt to curricular and political changes which are already under way

· no more transport of pupils than at present, and even some savings (if Yr 9 children remain at a separate “Middle” school)

· social/pastoral benefits of Middle Schools retained

· all staffing changes planned and facilitated, with no compulsory redundancy required

· retention of specialist rooms and resources in the current Middle School buildings (e.g. Science labs, cookery rooms, music rooms, etc)

· retention of specialist teachers for years 5-9.

· communities keep secondary education close by (KS3 being "secondary’)

· economies of scale for "rarer" specialisms - e.g. High School MFL staff can also work in Middle Schools.

· no loss of morale amongst teachers, pupils or parents caused by closure of successful schools.

 

4) The NUT has been pleased to hear about the support of the parents for their Middle Schools and for their teachers. Views expressed from in and around Saxmundham show that a school is not just a building but a community of staff, governors, pupils and parents which can be seen to exist in their campaign to keep Post-11 education in their town. The current SCC proposals will disband the community totally, including rendering the staff redundant, unless they are successful in obtaining alternative posts locally in the reorganised schools.  Many Middle School staff are where they are because they believe in separate provision for the Middle Years, an idea which is being denigrated by the County Council now, but which we suspect will change in the future, tied to the separating off of the very different structure of teaching and learning required for the 14-19 curriculum.
5) The NUT has continually pointed out to the Authority at stakeholder meetings that we believe the future shape of Education will lead to a break of institutions at age 14 rather than 11. This is a logical consequence of the new, enlarged 14-19 Curriculum entitlement where by all students aged 14 must have access to any of the (currently 17) lines of learning covered by the 14-19 Diplomas, in addition to the “traditional” GCSE and A/AS courses.
We believe that the 3-tier areas of Suffolk are therefore particularly well placed to plan, develop and compete to great advantage with areas which still have a break of institution at age 16.  This is because it only takes a small adjustment to turn our 13-18 Upper Schools into state of the art 14-19 institutions. 
In our original response to the “in principle” proposals of SCC to go 2-tier throughout the county, the NUT pointed out that it made more sense to determine first the shape of 14-19 provision in the county, before deciding how to develop or close down any Middle Schools. 

6) Given:

· Changes in Educational policy re. KS3 SATS (now abolished) and the Primary Curriculum, which is putting greater emphasis on understanding and practical “hands-on” experience, notably in MFL, Science, Music and Technology, where Middle School purpose-built facilities and staff experience is crucial and most advantageous for the pupils. 

· the political uncertainty over Unitary Councils in the area currently covered by Suffolk County Council (with the initial Boundary Committee announcement now delayed for at least 6 weeks)

· the fact that the Learning and Skills Council’s role in determining 16-19 provision will shortly end, and be taken over by a Local Authority responsibility for 14-19 all-through provision

· the requirement for consortia to be set up of 14-19 providers in schools and FE colleges to provide the full range of 14-19 curriculum offers (and combinations)
· the need for 14-19 students to travel between institutions and to institutions offering the specialist provision they need, in a rural area

· The desirability of reducing transport to a minimum for pupils up to the age of 14: Converting our Middle Schools into KS3 schools for children up to the age of 14, would achieve a significant reduction in pupil journeys and the mileage per pupil, over each cohort travelling to their Pyramid High School.

· Suffolk’s current plan to cover full delivery of the 14-19 curriculum in the existing 3 areas of the county (North, West and South – which will be disbanded by any decision on Unitary provision except for a Single Suffolk with existing boundaries if indeed that is the choice!)

· the need to rebuild our at least two of our High Schools to accommodate year 7 and 8 pupils who are already well accommodated in their Middle Schools would be a waste of finances which should be spent on equipping the three High Schools to expand its offering to the 14-19 age group, which would have some chance of increasing the number of young people from our area staying on in full-time education or training (We note that the Learning and Skills Council is now proposing a 14-19 centre in (now 2-tier) Thetford to boost vocational education from year 10 onwards, unlike in Lowestoft where we believe that the proposals will see many problems in the future adapting to the new 14-19 curriculum.

· The fact admitted in the proposals that all our High Schools will not be ready to accommodate all years 7 and 8 at the time the Middle Schools are proposed to close. 

  - the current time and climate is the wrong time to be destroying Middle Schools which clearly work and which are more capable of delivering the curriculum changes being introduced than our First Schools. This is because Middle Schools already have the equipment, laboratories, specialist staff and facilities which are required to meet the challenges of the new Primary and KS3 curriculum innovations. Returning KS2 pupils to extended First Schools will actually take away educational opportunity from what is currently available in the Middle Schools for years 5 and 6.
7) “Consultation”: The NUT believes that the “consultation” on the proposals undertaken by Suffolk County Council is flawed and possibly unlawful, in the light of the Northumberland judgement by Mr Justice Munby in May 2006.

This can be quickly established by examining the response form intended to ascertain the people’s consent to the proposals.  None of the 5 questions allow the respondent to express any view which does not accept the premise that Middle Schools will be closed and their staff disbanded.
Instead of asking the people of our area whether they agree with the proposals, the main question is ““How well do the proposals meet the agreed principles for school organisation set out in section 5 of the consultation paper?”
Logically, the answer every respondent should give is “agree fully”, because the proposals were pre-determined and the officers were only ever allowed to put forward proposals which fitted in with the original decision of the County Council.

So, we would expect a 100% positive response to that question.  However, it cannot be taken as giving any credibility or support for the proposals themselves.

The only question where there is some possibility of expressing an opinion on the proposals themselves is in question 3, but again, the response to the question for most parents will be concern for particular primary schools and favouring one against another, perhaps.  
At the Stakeholder Meetings, whilst members gave their views, it was stage managed in that the participants were put into groups (initially by the organizers) and were given set tasks to respond to.  As with the public consultation questionnaire, all comments had to be based on the original “agreed principles for school organisation”. Organisers were attached to each group and took notes.  People were invited to make comments on paper afterwards.

The reports of these meetings were then written up by the officers organizing the meetings and of course only points which were within the “agreed principles” ever emerged.  All proposals to amend the “principles”, including changing the age-range of Middle Schools, or to federate under umbrella management of staffing to allow organic change to evolve over time or very importantly for the stakeholders to gain an understanding and to comment on the future curriculum were all totally ignored.

The consultation document then declares that the proposals emerged from these stakeholder meetings.  We, and many others who made the point in the public consultation meetings, would disagree. We would see the process as very stage-managed.
Questions 4 and 5, concerning sufficient information and time to respond, is clearly a “disclaimer” clause, knowing that they have been challenged on the legitimacy of their so-called consultation process. The Authority clearly wishes to be able to respond to any challenge re. their consultation process by claiming that they have given time and information to all concerned.   Yes, they have, but they have most emphatically failed to consult on the main proposal – to close the Middle Schools and disband their staff and Governing Boards.

8) We also note very importantly the uncertain financial climate.  This raises the possibility of a new government coming into power before the date of the closure of these Middle Schools.  The Leader of the Opposition has announced that the Conservative Party, if they win the next election, would not be bound by the current Government’s public spending plans.
This raises doubts over the security of finance for “Building Schools for the Future” and the Primary Capital Building programmes.

9) Add to this the uncertainty as to the shape of local government in the county, with new Unitary councils of some description to be elected, also before the closure of the Middle Schools in this area, and the business plan behind these proposals is severely jeopardised.

The NUT is not opposed to change which improves facilities, opportunities and provision for our children and young people.  However, we do not believe that the current proposals can possibly deliver these objectives under the current circumstances.

10) Conclusion: We therefore propose that the current proposals be withdrawn and the status quo pertain until such time as the political and educational scenes become clear, new councils are elected, and new proposals created, in consultation with the people who live, work and have their children educated in the areas.  These proposals should be in keeping with the wishes of the people of our area and not based on flawed political preconceptions.










Paul Widdowson
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