Introduction

Northumberland LEA states that "Raising standards is at the heart of Putting the Learner First" (Members briefing document for Council meeting, 6 July 2004). Northumberland Education Action Group (NEAG) fully supports the aim of raising educational standards for both the current and future children of Northumberland. Indeed we commend Northumberland LEA for consistently raising standards at all levels of education over the last decade while being under-funded by central government.

Brian Edwards (Director for Education – Northumberland LEA) said in February’s issue of Northumberland Magazine “when we talk about the future of our schools we’re actually talking about the future of all of our lives.” He concludes his article with the plea: “Let’s not get lost in debates about buildings. Let’s stay focused on the key issues. The reason is simple: when it comes to looking at the future of our schools, learners are often the last people to be thought of.”

Given these factors it is very disappointing that the principle laid down by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister to consult local people with meaningful dialogue (Modern Local Government: In touch with the People – DETR 1998) has consistently been ignored. Councils have a “vital part to play in championing the interests of parents and pupils” (The Future of Local Government: Developing a 10 year vision – ODPM July 2004) but Northumberland LEA is not releasing vital information required by parents to partake in the process.

DfES guidance on the closure of Rural Schools has also been ignored: this states there should be a “presumption against the approval of rural school closures” (Guidance on Statutory Proposals to Close Rural Schools – DfES – June 2004).

NEAG is wholeheartedly in agreement with Northumberland County Council’s wish to improve educational standards, but does not accept that we should “Accept pain if there is gain”, as it was put to school governors. From the outset the LEA has accepted that there is likely to be some drop in standards, variously estimated as a three to ten year dip. Future excellence should not be bought at the expense of the education of today’s children. 

We are committed to helping find the innovative solutions that OFSTED highlighted as a requirement for Northumberland LEA to address surplus places. However the 2-tier system is not innovative and there is no clear educational benefit. Northumberland LEA needs to put children ahead of politics or finance and deliver a service fit for the 21st century learner.

At the forefront of any strategy the most important element is the children of Northumberland.

Falling Educational Standards

Northumberland LEA states that our educational performance is just above average. This is an over simplification that distorts the true situation and an injustice to all the hard working staff in schools. The recently published national results from the DfES show, once again, that Northumberland LEA has improved its results. This is a consistent improvement year-on-year in the educational standards achieved by our children. The LEA claims performance is “just above average” but great care is needed as there is a narrow band of results. For example for KS2 English at Level 4 the results range from 67% to 86%. This means that 150 LEAs are all within this 19% range of marks.

In terms of national rankings achieved by the 150 LEAs in England this “just above average” educational performance equates to:

Educational ranking of Northumberland LEA.

KS1 Overall ranking of 6th in the country. KS1 results are marked within schools and are only provided by the DFES at LEA level and not on an individual school basis. 

The following are from provisional 2004 figures as issued by the DfES

KS2 (Level 4 or above)

English 77% our ranking went up from 73rd to 70th (top 50%)

Maths 74% our ranking went up from 76th to 65th (top 45%)

Science 87% our ranking went down from 45th to 50th (top third)*

* Note: KS2 Science results were down nationwide.

Source: http://www.dfes.gov.uk/rsgateway/DB/SFR/s000489/index.shtml
KS3 (Level 5 or above)

English yet not published by DfES

Maths 77%  our ranking went up from 37 to 27 (top 20%)

Science 71% our ranking went up from 56 to 29 (top 20%)

Source: http://www.dfes.gov.uk/rsgateway/DB/SFR/s000491/index.shtml
GCSE – Not yet statistically released but in 2003 we were ranked 50th (top third) in the country. If the lowest performing school is removed from the figures we rise to 10th nationally. 

A-Level – not yet statistically released. Schools are reporting 98% passes which rank with the best in England and King Edwards VI school’s excellent results have been highlighted in the press.

Remarkable Achievement

This is a remarkable achievement considering we have an educationally deprived area (as defined by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister) within Northumberland LEA. For the 2003 GCSE results Northumberland LEA would have been ranked as 10th out of 150 LEAs if the GCSE results of Blyth Community College were excluded. Similar isolated issues arise at all Key Stages, in all areas. This highlights that the few educational performance issues are not county wide but localised to particular areas or individual schools. These issues need to be tackled and we need to build on the excellent progress made by the majority of schools to continually improve standards across the county.

The continual improvement of Northumberland LEAs results is something we should be proud of and it is difficult to see how the Putting the Learner First strategy will achieve significant improvement in educational standards. 

Northumberland LEA has been asked on numerous occasions to release details of the “significantly improved educational standards” which they claim are at the heart of Putting the Learner First. On the 17 September 2004 it was clarified that these significantly improved standards mean the LEA will meet the targets set by the DfES. These figures will appear here shortly and we will continue to work on establishing timescales and how these LEA wide targets will determine individual school targets.

OFSTED criticized Northumberland LEA and NOT educational standards

The critical OFSTED report was not directed at the educational standards of the schools but at the LEA’s failure to manage, including its inability to manage change. This does not refer to the change in schooling carried out over 30 years ago but to a more recent change where two high schools in Blyth were amalgamated in 1999. No results were published for these schools in 2000, but in 2001 the percentage passes had dropped dramatically from 37% to 24% and placed the school in the category of “causing concern”. Absenteeism and permanent exclusions also rose dramatically. The LEA claimed this was due to unusual circumstances and would only affect one year. The results for 2002 and 2003 were 27% and 26% respectively with Blyth Community College also having the highest number of pupils to fail all GCSEs.

The table below shows the results for High Schools across the county from 1994 to 2003. It can be seen from this table that most results are good and steadily rising (with the exception of 2001/2002 – here the DfES acknowledges results were affected by Foot & Mouth). However some poor results have a dramatic affect on the overall LEA average.
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1994
1995
1996
1997
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003

LEA Average 
41.30%
42.80%
46.10%
43.20%
45.10%
46.30%
49.60%
48.80%
51.40%
54.00%

England Average
43.30%
43.50%
44.50%
45.10%
46.30%
47.90%
49.20%
50.00%
51.60%
52.90%

Ashington Community High Schoo...
32%
31%
32%
38%
30%
31%
37%
32%
41%
47%

Astley Community High School
44%
31%
38%
30%
42%
41%
45%
36%
43%
46%

Bedlingtonshire Community High...
26%
32%
40%
31%
30%
37%
38%
39%
42%
38%

Berwick upon Tweed Community H...
32%
33%
25%
30%
22%
28%
39%
38%
34%
69%

Coquet High School
32%
39%
35%
40%
36%
43%
39%
51%
38%
46%

Cramlington Community High Sch...
44%
55%
56%
51%
60%
51%
64%
63%
71%
73%

The Duchess's Community High S...
41%
39%
47%
47%
52%
47%
46%
46%
49%
52%

Haydon Bridge Community High S...
44%
50%
50%
44%
48%
51%
45%
54%
46%
55%

Hirst High School
26%
29%
33%
25%
26%
27%
34%
31%
32%
40%

The King Edward VI School
59%
62%
59%
51%
57%
67%
70%
68%
71%
71%

Longridge Towers School
79%
74%
97%
83%
97%
91%
100%
96%
87%
84%

Ponteland Community High Schoo...
61%
60%
69%
64%
67%
67%
70%
72%
73%
67%

Prudhoe Community High School
56%
53%
55%
56%
53%
53%
57%
61%
59%
63%

Queen Elizabeth High School
62%
62%
64%
65%
72%
72%
69%
68%
75%
74%

St Benet Biscop Catholic Volun...
38%
42%
53%
40%
39%
46%
49%
53%
50%
47%

St Oswald's Independent School
60%
100%
 
88%
100%
69%
88%
67%
50%
100%

Blyth Community College







24%
27%
26%

Blyth Ridley High School 
43%
32%
32%
36%
32%
27%





Blyth Tynedale High School 
15%
26%
34%
27%
35%
37%





Value added fails us

Another argument put forward is that the Value Added measure between Key Stage 1 and Key Stage 2 shows that we are not achieving our potential. 

Testing at the end of Key Stage 1 is not externally moderated and there is a natural tendency for schools to mark generously. In contrast, the testing at the end of Key Stage 2 is moderated nationally.

One of the most serious concerns is a prominent ‘ceiling’ effect in KS2 marking – a level 5 is the highest that can be awarded at KS2. This means that bright children coming up with a level 3 from KS1 cannot show any added value at all – the irony is thus that the more bright children enter a Middle School the worse its Value Added results will be.

However independent research published by the National Association of Head Teachers has discredited the methodology of this Value Added measure.

Source: http://naht.epinet.co.uk/news/web_news_view.asp?ID=1708

Two tier is NOT superior

Northumberland LEA also claims that there are few three tier LEAs in existence and that the results for two tier systems are superior to those of three tier systems. Mr Stephen Twigg the Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Education and Skills stated in the House of Commons that “We accept as a Department that both systems can be effective, and we are not aware of any clear research evidence to suggest that one is preferable to the other”.

According to the DfES there are 3 LEAs that run a full 3-tier system and a further 22 that “have middle schools but also have some primary and secondary schools. Also, some LEAs have moved to a two tier system but still have one or two middle schools remaining”. This gives 25 LEAs (one sixth of the total) and of these LEAs 80% are in the top half of the league tables for the past five years and 60% are in the top third. 

Surplus Places – is it an issue

Yes, there are surplus places within the Northumberland LEA area and the OFSTED report highlighted that the LEA needed to find innovative solutions to address the number of surplus places. However the DfES has stated that this is not an issue of concern. “Follow-up action is considered with LEAs that have 25% or more surplus in 20% or more of their schools, as this level of surplus is considered wasteful. Northumberland is not in this category.” The DfES also states that “rather than close a school, the LEA can consider innovative ideas such as collaboration, clusters, federations or extended schools, which would retain the asset for the local community, especially important to those in rural areas.”

The DfES has a presumption against the closure of rural schools and all other avenues should be explored before the closure of a school is considered. NEAG welcomes innovative thinking such as extending higher education into rural areas via the use high technology. This would boost rural economies and help preserve and enhance the social, educational, and economic benefits of rural communities.

Past calculations of surplus places by Northumberland LEA have always overestimated the number of surplus places available in schools. The current calculations for surplus places include derelict buildings and schools that are already being closed (eg Byrness). Current calculations also ignore the impact of housing development for hundreds, or even thousands, of houses across the county that would arise from selling school land for development. 

One of the few positive comments in the LEA OFSTED related to the availability of choice for parents.  Once surplus places are reduced in the whole system, the School Organisation Plan suggests that demand will be managed by restricting the catchment of popular schools .

Funding is available for Middle Schools

There has been widespread misunderstanding about the availability of government funding. Rumours that this is available only for Secondary Schools have proved entirely unfounded.

In a reply to Alan Beith MP the Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Education and Skills, Mr. Stephen Twigg said “I can confirm that there are no plans on the part of the Department to phase out middle schools, as a matter of national policy, or to make our funding of particular programmes, including ‘Building Schools for the Future’, in any way dependent on that sort of reorganisation.”

Middle Schools in Northumberland are officially ‘Middle deemed Secondary’ and the DfES were asked to clarify the position on funding as follows:

“I have read in the Q&A on BSF that Middle Schools deemed secondary are eligible for BSF funding. Does this mean that the whole school is eligible as it is deemed a secondary school or is it only the years above 11 that would be eligible and therefore only a proportion of the money would be available via BSF?

I can confirm that BSF funding will cover middle deemed secondary schools in full.”

This means that the funding which Northumberland LEA proposes to use as the cornerstone for changing to 2-tiers is, and always has been, available to both Middle and High schools for every year of both schools.

Funding isn’t available for Primary Schools

The Northumberland LEA proposals go far beyond building new schools for secondary education. Their plans extend to building new schools for primary teaching. It is important to note that BSF funding from the government is not available for this development. Investment in Primary Schools will rely entirely on the LEA’s ability to sell over 50 schools for development purposes. They need to do this to raise the substantial sums of money needed to develop the remaining First Schools into Primary Schools.

There is considerable local and national opposition to the idea of a countywide sale of school properties as any such development could have a wide reaching detrimental effect on local communities, especially in the rural areas. 

Northumberland LEA needs to raise huge sums of money to enable it to develop its primary schools and there is limited government funding. Without these huge sums of money it will be impossible to refurbish and expand the existing primary schools to accept two extra years. There are alarming reports from other changeovers of children being taught in decaying buildings and portakabins. 

Enlarging First Schools to make Primary Schools requires more than just classroom space – sufficient hall space for assemblies, gym facilities and sports fields, IT provision, Science laboratories, technology workshops, musical training – these are facilities currently already provided in middle schools.

Summary

We agree with Brian Edwards (Director of Education, Northumberland LEA) this debate is not about buildings – it is about the lives of our children, their communities and the future generations of Northumberland.

Are Department for Education and Skills officials telling Northumberland that there will be no money for new schools unless they get rid of middle schools:

“The answer is absolutely emphatically NO. There is no suggestion that ministers or officials in the DFES have prescribed that at all. We accept both systems can be effective and there is no clear evidence that one system is preferable. "

The Education Minister, Stephen Twigg 
Northumberland LEA has stated that “Educational Standards are at the heart of Putting the Learner First”. Parents in Northumberland support the objective of continuing the excellent progress the LEA has already made with the three tier system in improving educational performance. While making substantial progress in improving standards the three tier system has also provided excellent support for social development and inclusion which are vital factors in nurturing the development of children.

The future of the current and future generations of children in Northumberland is a precious commodity which parent throughout Northumberland will not allow to be squandered. Everyone in the county needs to know that Northumberland County Council shares this vision and is committed to this and future generations of children.

Background Information

Who are NEAG?

Northumberland Education Action Group

There are 15 Schools Partnership areas in Northumberland, and local action groups in all of them are very active in wanting proper consultation over the reorganisation. The Action Groups are pooling their resources and skills to ensure that all the details of all possible options are examined before decisions are taken. NEAG wants to debate the issues fully, with full information available to suggest other options, and variations that may suit Northumberland better. To ensure the best for the future children of Northumberland.

NEAG has pulled together a very wide pool of people with a lot of skills which include:

Legal

Communications

Research

Lobbying

Fundraising

What have we achieved so far?
The debate about schools reorganisation is now out in the open.

The option for Middle Schools is back on the agenda.

Many more Councillors are now taking an active part in the debate

“Questions have been asked in the House”

What do we want you to do?
Be aware that this issue affects all of us, young, old, with and without children. Any change in the education system is going to affect everyone in Northumberland, and their futures. Ask your elected representatives what their opinions are. Do they fully understand the implications, and are they taking a proper part in the debate

Help us with your time, your energy and your money, please.

We are all volunteers, and are fighting a campaign against the County Council which is funded by yours and our tax money! We need resources to put our point of view across. Please consider joining your local action group, and/or making a donation to our fighting fund.

All donations can be made by sending a cheque to

NEAG, C/o Lloyds Bank, Priestpopple, Hexham

or paid in directly at any branch of Lloyds bank using sort code 30-94-19 and A/C 01014824

Corporate Sponsorship

So far Northumberland County Council has allocated at least £3M of money to push through these changes without any educational justification being put forward. The end result is likely to be a less skilled workforce in the future and difficulties in getting staff for your company. NEAG want’s to ensure the educational standards for current and future children in Northumberland but we need your help. To press the council to ensure any changes are made on the educational grounds we need your help. Would you become a corporate sponsor and provide assistance. NEAG doesn’t need huge sums of money but it needs regular donations to continue its good work and fight for the rights of children. We need your support and sponsorship.
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