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1. SUMMARY

This report concerns a proposal to ‘amalgamate’ South Ascot Village Primary School and South Ascot Village Nursery School into one school, with effect from 1st September 2009. The schools are currently federated as South Ascot Village School. 

The proposal is driven primarily by concern from the schools over future funding arrangements for nursery schools, but an amalgamation will benefit the school also by streamlining the administrative burden on the management team of the federation. This, in turn, should help focus effort on improving outcomes for all children.

2. RECOMMENDATION: That:

(1) A public consultation over the proposed amalgamation of South Ascot Village Primary School and South Ascot Village Nursery School be undertaken by the Royal Borough, in time for completion by 1 September 2009.

(2) 
Consideration of the outcome of that public consultation and the decision whether or not to proceed with the publication of statutory notices proposing amalgamation be delegated to the Corporate Director of Learning and Care and Lead Member for Children’s Services.

	What will be different for residents as a result of this decision?

	Residents of the Royal Borough, and particularly children at South Ascot Village School, will benefit from the additional time freed up for the school’s management team through streamlining of the administrative processes. They will also benefit from the short-term financial arrangements for the school through transitional funding arrangements. 




SUPPORTING INFORMATION

2.1 Background

South Ascot Village Primary School is a so-called hard federation, with one headteacher and governing body overseeing two schools – South Ascot Village Nursery School and South Ascot Village Primary School. This federation became operational on 1st January 2004, following consultation with parents and other stakeholders.

The federation, which remains the only one of its type in the Royal Borough, has proven successful and South Ascot Village Primary School was recently expanded from 22 to 30 places in each year group. The primary school was judged ‘satisfactory’ by Ofsted in June 2007, but the nursery school has very recently been judged ‘outstanding’.

The two schools share a site, with the Foundation Stage children (i.e. nursery and Reception children) taught in the nursery school buildings, and Key Stage 1 and 2 pupils taught in the primary school buildings. Both blocks have benefited in recent years from capital investment with a new classroom, entrance and staffroom together with substantial refurbishment works. 

The Headteacher and Chair of Governors met with officers from the Royal Borough in July 2008 and expressed a desire to move the schools forward by amalgamating the two schools into one. An amalgamation had, in fact, been the original plan in 2003/04, but there had been difficulties around the levels of funding available to nursery schools and nursery classes. A federation provided a solution to this.

Now, however, there are concerns from South Ascot Village School about the impact of the Early Years Funding Review on nursery school funding. In addition, a hard federation of this type means that although there is just one headteacher and one governing body, there are still two schools with their own separate budgets, and admissions arrangements. The schools also have to be separately inspected by Ofsted, all of which can lead to an increased administrative load compared with a ‘normal’ primary school with a nursery class.

South Ascot Village School have requested, therefore, that the Royal Borough considers an amalgamation of the two schools with effect from 1st September 2009. The issue had been raised by the headteacher on other occasions since the federation but has only now become a formal request.

Amalgamations

In law, there is no such thing as an amalgamation of two schools. In the past, if two schools wanted to join together then generally both the infant and the junior school (for example) would be closed and a new primary school opened. Legislation introduced over the past five years means that, basically, local authorities no longer have the right to open new schools, (be they primary or secondary), without running competitions. This is consistent with the new role local authorities as commissioners of services, rather than necessarily always being the providers. The idea is that a local authority would identify the need for a school and a possible site, and then invite proposals to run a school from various bodies, such as faith groups, groups of parents, or other charitable foundations. There would then be a formal and time consuming process to pursue, in which the local authority would have the final decision on which proposal was approved. The local authority, of course, has to provide the site and the capital funding for the construction of the school. If the local authority is an Annual Performance Assessment (APA) rated 4 star authority, it can publish proposals for a community school. Where the authority is APA rated 3, as is the Royal Borough at present, the local authority would need to apply to the Secretary of State for permission to publish proposals to be considered as part of the competition. In instances where the local authority does publish proposals, the determination of the competition then passes to the Schools Adjudicator rather than the local authority.

In essence, a competition is a way of trying to bring diversity of provision into the school system. Four of the five primary schools in the Ascot area are Voluntary Aided and so although the Royal Borough would be able to put forward a proposal for a community school, in any competition for a new school, there would be a significant risk that this would not be successful. 

Arguably we already have sufficient diversity among the primary schools in Ascot. Moreover, running a competition for a new school to replace South Ascot Village School would probably result in less diversity rather than more, as we would potentially lose the only remaining community primary school there. It would also be a much more difficult way of achieving an amalgamation. The Royal Borough’s draft Primary Strategy for Change notes that: 

“In certain areas, particularly Ascot, Cookham and the eastern part of Windsor, the Royal Borough would not support moves by community schools to become Voluntary Controlled or Voluntary Aided as this would reduce, rather than increase, the local diversity of provision.”

The Royal Borough has, however, relatively recently ‘amalgamated’ two schools to form Wessex Primary School. This was done by closing Wessex Infant and Nursery School and extending the age range of the children taught at Wessex Junior School downwards. The Governors agreed a new name for the junior school, via a revised Instrument of Government, and the school was duly named Wessex Primary School.

Thus, an amalgamation at South Ascot Village School could be achieved in practice by closing either the nursery school or the primary school, and extending the age range up or down to cover ages three to eleven.

Implications

There are many implications arising from any amalgamation of these two schools, and these are considered in the following paragraphs.

Finance

One of the main drivers from the Headteacher and the Chair of Governors for an amalgamation arises from concerns about the future funding arrangements for nursery schools arising from the early years funding review. Until this is completed it is impossible to say with any certainty what the financial implications of an amalgamation would be for South Ascot Village School. 

An amalgamation would bring few financial benefits as these have already been achieved via the federation. There are, however, short-term financial benefits to the school from amalgamating in either September 2009 or September 2010. Changes to the way in which three and four year olds area funded are likely to have a negative impact on the budget of the school. These will be temporarily counteracted by the transitional arrangements for amalgamations in the Funding Formula, although delaying amalgamation until September 2010 would lessen this benefit to the school. On the other hand, a later implementation date would mean that the Royal Borough (and school) would know the outcome of the early years funding review before proceeding with any consultation on amalgamation.

Administration

Although a hard federation shares one headteacher and one governing body there are still two separate schools in the South Ascot Village Federation. This means that there are two separate budgets to be managed, two sets of contracts, and two separate Ofsted inspection processes. There are also often two sets of returns to the DCSF for various surveys, including the triannual pupil CENSUS. All these are managed by one, rather than by two, management teams. This additional work could be avoided by having one primary school.

Governing Body

Clearly, the creation of one school in place of two will negate the need for a federation. The federation and the existing Governing Body will both, therefore, need to be dissolved and a new governing body and Instrument of Government put in place in time for the implementation of the amalgamation.

The Headteacher and Chair of Governors have already indicated that they consider the existing governing body to be too large and unwieldy. A smaller governing body is in line with Royal Borough policy on school governance. The reconstituted governing body would have to have as members at least 1/3rd parents; at least two but no more than 1/3rd staff (including the Headteacher); 1/5th LEA and at least 1/5th Community.

Staffing

There are no major implications for staff arising from an amalgamation at South Ascot Village School. There would be no change to the number of staff employed, although obviously those in the school that was closing would switch to the other school. Conditions of service would remain unchanged. 

Improving outcomes for all children

As a result of the above, therefore, there are only limited implications with regard to raising levels of attainment. All children will continue to be taught under the present arrangements, with Foundation Stage and Key Stage 1/2 children taught in the nursery and primary school buildings respectively. Children could benefit, however, from an increased focus on teaching and learning from a senior management team freed up from the administrative burdens of running two, rather than one, schools. 

Early Years Provision

It seems very unlikely that this proposal will attract any opposition from parents, staff or governors at South Ascot Village School itself. It may be more controversial further afield, however, as South Ascot Village Nursery School is technically the provider of nursery education for all five maintained primary schools in the Ascot area. There were, for example, 43 children on roll in May 2008 who were of an age to move out of nursery education at the end of the year. This is significantly higher than the admission number of 30 at the primary school and reflects the fact that many move into Cheapside, Holy Trinity, St Francis or St Michael’s rather than South Ascot Village School.

There may be concern amongst these other schools that changing the nursery school into a nursery class may have an affect on this flow of pupils. It should be noted, however, that attendance at a nursery class does not mean that children are automatically enrolled at the relevant primary school. Places in Reception can only be allocated via the annual admissions process and so parents will still have to actively choose one or other school. In addition, all four of the voluntary aided schools already take in Rising Fives as a matter of published policy and so the effect of any change may be limited. 

Next steps

Both elements of this amalgamation (the closure of one school and the extension up or down of the age range) are governed by regulations and thus require statutory proposals. The Governing Body of a community school can publish proposals to lower the age range of a school, but they cannot publish proposals to close a school. The whole proposal is, therefore, the responsibility of the local authority.

The Royal Borough would need to carry out informal consultation with parents, staff, governors and other stakeholders. Having considered the outcome of that consultation the Royal Borough could then proceed with formal consultation by publishing statutory notices for a period of six weeks. The borough would then have to determine the proposal at the end of that period.

If the proposal were to proceed for 1st September 2009 then the timescales are as follows:

Governing Body decision to go ahead with consultation
- September 2008

Cabinet decision on proceeding with informal consultation
- 23/10/08

Informal consultation period




- 03/11/08 to 12/12/08

Corporate Director of Learning and Care and 

Lead Member for Children’s Services consider outcome 

of consultation






- by 22/01/09

Statutory Notice period





- 30/01/09 to 13/03/09

Formal determination of proposal




- late March 2009

Implementation of proposal




- 01/09/09


If the proposal goes ahead then the Governing Body will also need to go through the formal dissolution of a federation proposal, which can be tied up with the process of setting up a new Governing Body.

If implementation of the proposal were to be shifted to 1st September 2010 then the above dates would still apply, but one year later. 


3. OPTIONS AVAILABLE AND RISK ASSESSMENT

3.1 Options

	
	Option
	Comments
	Financial Implications

	1. 
	Reject consultation on the amalgamation
	If consultation on amalgamation is rejected then the schools will remain as at present, with a higher than necessary administrative burden and no financial benefits from transitional funding arrangements. 
	Revenue - the schools would not benefit from the transitional funding arrangements as described above.
Capital - there are no capital implications arising from this report.


	2. 
	Approve consultation on the amalgamation for 1st September 2009
	Recommended. If consultation is approved then wider views on an amalgamation can be obtained, ahead of any decision to proceed with statutory notices.


	Revenue – the school would benefit from the transitional funding as described above with amalgamation in September 2009. 

Capital - there are no capital implications arising from this report.



	3. 
	Approve consultation on the amalgamation for 1st September 2010 (with consultation delayed until Autumn 2009)


	If consultation is approved then wider views on an amalgamation can be obtained, ahead of any decision to proceed with statutory notices. Delaying until 2009 would mean that the Royal Borough would know the implications of the Early Years Funding Review prior to consultation.


	Revenue - the school would benefit from the transitional funding as described above with amalgamation in September 2010, but this would be less than with an earlier amalgamation.

Capital - there are no capital implications arising from this report.


3.2 Risk assessment

The risk assessment identifies that the main risk from this proposal is that parents, staff and other stakeholders may misinterpret the legal aspect of the amalgamation, which involves the closure of the nursery school. Clearly, the intention of the Royal Borough and of the headteacher and governing body is that there should be no actual change to the provision offered on the ground. Nevertheless, it will not be possible at the statutory notice stage to avoid reference to the closure. The control measure, therefore, is to ensure careful drafting of the consultation documentation to ensure that there can be no doubt that the closure of the nursery school is a legal process only and will not effect the delivery of education and other services at the school.

4. CONSULTATIONS CARRIED OUT

There have been informal discussions with the headteacher and Chair of Governors about the proposed amalgamation of the two schools. Further informal discussions were held with the headteachers of all five Ascot primary schools at their cluster meeting on 25th September 2008. At this meeting the headteachers of the other four schools gave their support to the proposal. They also suggested that it be made clear in the consultation documentation and other relevant literature that attendance at nursery class of an amalgamated school would not mean that the child had automatic admission to the school’s reception class.

5. COMMENTS FROM THE OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY PANEL

The Panel endorsed the report.

6. IMPLICATIONS

The following implications have been addressed where indicated below.

	Financial
	Legal
	Human Rights Act
	Planning
	Sustainable Development
	Diversity & Equality

	
	
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A


Background Papers:

None
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