OPEN MEETING HELD AT THE THOMAS AVELING SCHOOL TO DISCUSS TRUST AND HARD FEDERATION CONSULTATION PROPOSAL

Monday 9th February 2009 at 6.00 pm
M I N U T E S

Present:  

Ms L Last – Chair of Governors, Thomas Aveling (LL)

Mr S Elms – Chair of Governors, Warren Wood Primary (SE)

Mrs K Gunn – Acting Headteacher, Thomas Aveling (KGU)

Mr P Whistler – Headteacher, Warren Wood Primary (PWH)

Mr P Jackson – Headteacher designate, Thomas Aveling

22 parents – representing 1 x Year 1 child, 1 x Year 2 child, 1 x Year 5 child, 1 x Year 6 child,

                                             3 x Year 7 children, 3 x Year 8 children, 7 x Year 9 children, 
                                             4 x Year 10 children & 4 x Year 11 children

Mr B Lippett – Medway Local Authority
Ms I Sawtell – University of Greenwich

Members of Thomas Aveling & Warren Wood Staff/Governing Body

Mrs Akrill (minutes)
Apologies:

Representative from Barnardos

Representative from NHS Medway
Lynn Last, Chair of Governors for Thomas Aveling welcomed everyone to the meeting and thanked them for attending.  She explained the purpose of the meeting was to discuss the consultation for Trust Status and Hard Federation between the two schools.  She introduced Steve Elms, Chair of Governors for Warren Wood Primary School, Peter Whistler, Headteacher at Warren Wood, Kim Gunn, Acting Headteacher at Thomas Aveling and Paul Jackson, Headteacher Designate at Thomas Aveling.  
LL explained this was a significant proposal for both schools and that this meeting would start the formal process of consultation.   KGU and PWH would explain the proposal before inviting questions from the floor.  Any questions that could not be answered during the meeting would be addressed afterward.  It was hoped to obtain as many comments as possible following significant circulation of the proposal, that included households within a half-mile radius in the local community.  LL outlined the proposal for Trust Status that would include 3 Organisations and welcomed Isabel Sawtell from the Partnership Unit of the University of Kent.  The 2 other proposed partners were NHS Medway and Barnardos, both of whom had tendered their apologies for this meeting.
PWH began the presentation with a warm welcome to parents from both schools.  He explained the proposal to bring the two schools together and to progress the current loose collaboration to a more formal and meaningful collaboration.  
Current status is two individual schools, Thomas Aveling which opened in 1990 and Warren Wood Primary which opened in the 1950s, with two separate governing bodies comprising 22 Thomas Aveling governors and 15 Warren Wood governors.  Both schools have been working together informally for a couple of years to support the core offer of extended services, overseen by Paul Wintle who was jointly appointed.  Services include counselling for both schools and clubs funded by the extended services budget.  Transition collaboration is already in evidence with Year 6 pupils visiting Thomas Aveling, Thomas Aveling drama students giving presentations at Warren Wood, the shared use of a minibus and informal arrangements to support specialist teaching for Year 6 students in Maths and Science in a bid to raise standards and boost Level 3 to Level 4 and Level 4 to Level 5.  The Specialist Schools & Academies Trust (SSAT) has recognised separate expressions of interest from both schools in gaining Trust status and have awarded £10,000 to each school to support the consultation.  PWH concluded by quoting ‘A Learning Partnership’ as the aim to achieve a formalised arrangement for children to potentially make their whole educational journey from the age of 3 to 19 in Arethusa Road.
KGU continued by confirming consultation on two things – Trust Status and Hard Federation.

What would change?.  
Trust Status would see 3 individual partners offering their support in providing Trustees to sit on the Board of Trustees which would include the Headteacher of both schools and Governors.  Their role would be to ensure the charitable aims of the Trust are delivered, considering the wider issues of both schools including ethos and enhanced wellbeing.  It is intended to consult on a name for the partnership and Trustees could set new admission arrangements, with the opportunity for children entering Warren Wood to have an automatic entitlement to Thomas Aveling.  KGU advised that Thomas Aveling already has Foundation status, whereby land, assets, staff and budget are transferred to governors, and that in order to achieve Trust Status, Warren Wood as a community school would need to apply for Foundation Status.  Provision from the 3 Partners would potentially see the University of Kent furthering the aspirations of our children, support in additionality from NHS Medway in terms of childrens’ wellbeing as a whole, and support for our more vulnerable children from Barnardos, an area where Thomas Aveling Children’s team has already seen outstanding success.  
Hard Federation would see the two schools coming together with one single governing body and a formal written agreement to work together, crucially to raise standards, promote inclusion and develop new approaches to teaching and learning.  There would be future opportunity to make joint appolntments across both schools and unique opportunities to work with Trust partners, extending current relationships that already exist, eg. between the University of Kent and Thomas Aveling  to to benefit all children from both schools. 
PWH outlined the difference between the Board of Trustees and the Governing Body in that the Trustees would be a small group that would monitor the aims of the school and the Governing Body would be a separate body comprising Trustees, staff, parent and Local Authority representatives.

What cannot be changed - The names of the schools would not change and would remain two bodies and Ofsted inspection arrangements would not change.  Pay and conditions for all staff must remain at least as favourable.  National curriculum testing would continue as present.  Separate budgets would be maintained and could benefit from economy of scale in the same way as the current minibus and site security arrangements operate.  Relationships with the Local Authority and access to their advice and support would continue.
How students will benefit:  The proposal is being made in the belief that Trust and Federation Status together will allow standards to be raised across all key stages.  Current arrangements enable specialist staff from Thomas Aveling to offer maths and science to Warren Wood.  There would be opportunity for seamless transition enabling older children to work with younger children.  and the opportunity for a more exciting and stimulating curriculum.  Access to high quality shared resources, including the Astroturf pitch and Performing Arts Centre providing improved support for students and better deployment of staff.  Additionality, whereby Trust Partners could provide support and opportunity for all students from Key Stage 1 upwards to access our learning partners, ie University of Kent, thus raising aspirations from an early age.
Next steps:  It is crucial for the school to hear everyone’s views and all parents were encouraged to respond via the Questionnaire.  Thomas Aveling parents can access this online at www.thomasaveling.co.uk/trust.  The consultation will finish on 16th March 2009 when PWH and KGU will look at responses and present to each Governing Body.  Dependent on responses, preparation will take place for a second consultation if necessary or for matters to proceed if there is resounding support.  Solicitors would then be appointed and the necessary statutory notices published allowing a 4 week comment period, followed by separate meetings of both Governing Bodies on 24th June 2008 for them to consider all responses and make their own individual decisions as to whether or not they wish to pursue Trust Status and whether or not they wish to go for Hard Federation.  At that point, it would be possible to proceed towards acquiring Trust Status and Hard Federation from September 2009.
At this point, PWH wished to make clear that Warren Wood had struggled over the last few years with SATs results and that he considered collaboration and increased resources would drive up these results.  For this reason, he strongly believed that this opportunity to reach out further and bring the two schools together could only be of benefit to the Warren Wood community.
QUESTIONS WERE INVITED

· The relationship with schools and Government  - if Warren Wood was not doing very well, would they still have the option to close Warren Wood if that is the case?
Response by PWH:
The only people who could close the school is the Local Authority.  There is that danger with standing alone, taking account of falling rolls.  If we linked with a Trust, that is more unlikely to happen and I think we get some protection here. The current situation, which is based on goodwill, means that things could change and this would be a more formalised agreement to work together.
· How does the Evergreen Centre fit into the equation?
Response by PWH:
It stays as the inclusive provision for Warren Wood .  The Local Authority is the Admission Authority.  ACTION:  We would need to clarify what that arrangement would be with the Trustees

· Would progression into secondary school be automatic to Thomas Aveling?

Response by PWH:
Most children would have the opportunity to go to the secondary Language Unit at New Brompton College.  If they were returning to mainstream, they would have the opportunity to transfer to Thomas Aveling.  It is not anticipated that the Evergreen Centre would change. (The person who asked this question commented that we need to make sure that it does not.)
· When the Trust/Federation is formalised and happens, the existing Governing Body is dissolved and a new Governing Body created?

Response by KGU:
Yes

· I have concerns that a single Governing Body over both schools could be a huge body.  I think the soft governance approach that support Governing Bodies is probably a more sympathetic organisation which would allow the interests of Warren and Wood to be pursued.

Response by SE:
I have attended several workshops about schools who have gone through, or are about to go through, this process and they have sent me different governing body models.

PWH:
All the options are offered in the consultation booklet.

KGU:
Once the Governing Body is formed, it could set up smaller committees to take account of separate interests.

LL:
There will also be 2 separate budgets and schools will retain their own identiy.  This is the case even with a Hard Federation.

· Hard Federation means one-third of the Governing Body will be parents.  Thomas Aveling has a lot more parents.  Would this mean a larger majority of parents from Thomas Aveling?

Response by LL:
I have asked our Clerk to do some research on this.  The agenda at national level is to reduce the size of Governing Bodies and we would need to decide how many parents is the right number.  This is to be discussed and there are different models to look at.  Standard Committees also need to be looked at, eg. Finance, Admissions, Student Welfare, Discipline.  The role of the Governing Body is to provide challenge and scrutiny.  We need to have enough governors to fulfil those roles across the two schools and will be doing more work on the whole set up.
· All the people on the Committees need not be Governors?

Response by LL:
Members could be co-opted but they would not have voting rights.

Mr Whistler quoted a model whereby they had a Governing Body plus Advisory Groups and stated that other schools could also ask to be involved.

· Does the Leadership Team in both schools stay the same?

Response:
Yes, the schools remain as two separate schools.  We cannot, however, predict the future.

· Admissions are concerning me – is automatic transition a bit unfair on other schools?

Response by PWH:
It would be up to the Governing Body to consider other schools and up to the Headteacher and Governing Bodies of other schools to express an interest in the Trust.

LL:
It is an interesting point and we expect to have more comments on admissions.  We see one of the benefits of going into Trust and Hard Federation with Warren Wood as a benefit to Thomas Aveling in helping to raise standards and secure the future of Warren Wood.  If we have automatic transition to Thomas Aveling and that helps bolster numbers for Warren Wood, we see that as being to our benefit and that of the local community.

KGU:
Headteachers and Chairs of Governors of all the local primary and secondary schools in the area have received the consultation documents and we are interested in their views.

PWH:
The admission arrangements mentioned are not part of the consultation.  This may come later on.  The point about Trustees is that they can set admission arrangements.  Whether they choose to change it is in the future.
· I don’t think you have a model, you have a wish list.  Total responsibility means responsibility for budget.

Response by LL:
Our budget this year was £8.5 million and £2m of that was for our new build.

· So, how are you managing that budget, what expertise do you have?

Response by LL:
We have a qualified accountant.

· Who is looking after purchase, ground maintenance and IT?  Do you sub out?

LL:
We do

KGU:
Principles of best value have to be followed

LL:
We have auditors come in every year who tell us whether our accounts are well managed.

· Are you best placed with health and safety?  You cannot have that amount of expertise. The Local Authority do have the expertise.  We have heard the plus points, but not what you are going to lose

Response  by LL:
We buy in some of the services we need.  We have just appointed a new Headteacher and we bought that service in.  With regard to the new build, we bought in project management skills, legal expertise etc.  Previously, the Local Authority would have topsliced our budget.

· How do you know you have the right contractor?

LL:
We have to tender

· You don’t have building contractors within the Governing Body

LL:
We buy in

· How do you know you are getting better value for money now than before?

LL:
Our auditors tell us our money is well spent
KGU:
Ofsted in November said we were an ‘outstanding value for money’ school.

LL:
We can buy advice from the Local Authority or obtain independent advice

· You are now buying something you used to get for free

LL:
No, we did not get it free

PWH:
We also have to pay the Local Authority for payroll, health and safety.

LL:
It is not the Governing Body’s role to get involved in the operational management of the school.  The role of Governors is about scrutiny and audit.  We have a strong Leadership Team and a Business Manager who is a qualified accountant.  We know our limitations and when we need to buy in expertise.

· Is your budget published?

LL
Yes

· My name is Terry Brown, I am Chair of Thomas Aveling Finance & Personnel Committee and a Parent Governor.  I agree we are not experts on business contracts.  In my experience, we have some expertise, eg, we have a health and safety expert.  On the couple of occasions we have used Medway Council contractors, they have not always done a good job, so it cannot be argued that Medway Authority is providing best value.

Further questions were invited:
· You talk about localised control and influence over children’s education.  You should be doing this anyway?
Response by KGU:
We would have more budget and the two schools would share resources more effectively.

Mr Whistler commented that in light of such issues as obesity and teenage pregnancy, the expertise of the Trustees in helping redesign the curriculum could help children make informed decisions.

· Should you not be doing that anyway?  If Warren Wood fails, surely it deserves to?

Response by KGU:
Not when people are standing by and could be giving a helping hand.  It is about sustainability and formalising the relationship and our commitment.  

PWH:
There are 4 models shown in the booklet, we have suggested one but it may be that others have a different opinion.  It is about capacity to grow and as Warren Wood gets smaller, it may lose capacity to deal with the issues.  Hard Federation and collaboration would offer some strength to carry on.

LL:
It is not only about protecting Warren Wood.   Thomas Aveling is not complacent and has to look at the broader picture, taking account of the academies.  It is about making a sustainable educational offer for this community.

· Warren Wood’s last Ofsted report was not good.  From a parent’s point of view, Warren Wood parents might think this is a whitewash to make Warren Wood look better.

Response by PWH:
I think they are right.  It is about making Warren Wood better.

· Parents are not going to see it that way and will think this is a ploy.  I think that needs to be clarified and needs to be shown that this is not damage limitation.  I think a lot of parents are not interested or see it as a political issue.
Response by PWH:
We are not fudging the issue.  Governors are saying we need to change direction and lots of schools are doing this.

SE:
I will make a point over the next few weeks to urge people to tell us their thoughts, positive or negative, as we need to get the community involved.

LL:
The main message is about sustainability for both of our schools.  If other schools want to join the Trust later, we can consider that.

· Some Thomas Aveling parents may think the same thing but in reverse.  Initially, I think parents from both schools need to know this is not a way of whitewashing or damage limitation.

Response by PWH:
I am very honest about the position Warren Wood is in.  The Ofsted report comes out tomorrow.  We need to build on capacity.  We need to reach out to partners and make it more sustainable and more long term.

· You get funding for Evergreen.  It would worry me how that would work if this went ahead.  The last Ofsted report said children doing well were somewhat held back.  That would worry me that you won’t be getting the funding for Evergreen.  How are you going to push the children that are not dong well?

Response by PWH:
We get separate budgets for the Evergreen Centre and the main school and they do not overlap.  There is not a budget issue there.

· Are the Trustees voluntary?
Response by KGU:
There will be a minority of Trustees but plenty of representation from other parties.

· How many children are there each year at Warren Wood?
Response by PWH:
About 40

· And Thomas Aveling?

Response by KGU:
180.  

· You spoke about what other people have done.  I have not seen anything about ‘best practice’  Surely you need to benchmark other schools to see what they are doing.  1st September appears to be it – you are jumping into something.

Response by SE:
I am sorry if I got things wrong. I was saying I have seen 2 models but I would not want to be driven by those models.  I started this with meetings with Richard Hart, former Headteacher at Thomas Avleing, about extended services.  I have challenged it with our Local Authority, other Local Authorities, people in education.  I cannot see why we would not do it.  I can see the staffing issues, but looking at it from a strategic point of view, I cannot see why we would not do it.  The University here encourages me and I would invite our representative here today to say something.

· But you need to look at other schools and benchmark it.  If you have not done this already?

Response by PWH:
We have done that.  We have been to several seminars with other schools and looked at their best practice.  We have also got an Adviser in from the Specialist Schools and Academies Trust who has taken us through best practice.  We have done research.

KGU:
We have looked at other models and spent a lot of time with the SSAT Consultant.

· But you as a group need to take those parts that best fit.

Response by KGU:
We have

· Where is your report?

KGU:
We have not got a written report, we have discussed it and this is the outcome of our research.

PWH:
Those are the partners we choose.  That is the model we recommended as an outcome of our research.

· I think it is brilliant that you are doing it now while you are in control because the Government will enforce it. You are positive.
Response by PWH:
We need to collaborate formally.

KGU:
Our Trust will have its own ethos.  All that we know and see on a day to day basis all leads towards best practice.  We wholeheartedly believe this in the best interests of the children.

ISOBELL SAWTELL FROM THE UNIVERSITY OF KENT WAS INVITED TO SPEAK

To add to what you are saying, the University is wholeheartedly behind this proposal.  We believe it.  We have worked in Partnership with Thomas Aveling for three or four years now and are building on that partnership.  Working with the primary school is a new area for us.  We would love to get them in to experience University.  It is not a recruitment exercise, we believe in raising aspirations and in children reaching their full potential.  There are lots of staff development opportunities, and opportunities for young people from both schools to work with us.  We could not be more enthusiastic.

Further questions were invited.
· These ideas first emerged from the Department of Education 2 or 3 years ago.  Since then, there has been a lot of models published on the web.  All that information is available for people to see, together with examples of schools that have been through the process.  When the idea of Federation first came up, I was Chair of Governors and thought it was a good thing.  Since then, Steve Elms has developed the idea for Warren Wood and research has been done.

Response by SE:
I agree that we must not lose sight of parents and children’s thoughts.

KGU:
One of the key things about all of this is that the children are at the heart of the matter and are our prime concern.

· If Warren Wood asks for help, for example loan of a teacher, how does that work?

Response by KGU:
Those relationships that we have in existence at the moment become more formal and sustainable.

· How do teachers feel about that?

Response  by KGU:
We cannot ask staff to change their pay and conditions.  We can listen to staff and they may ask, if the opportunity arises, to be considered.  That is where the single governing body comes into it.
PWH:
Federation and Trust status would allow me to plan ahead.

LL:
We can also make joint appointments across both schools.  We cannot force current staff to teach in both schools.  In the future, we can make joint appointments with funding from both schools,  because both schools have got their own budgets, but one governing body.
Q:
What about cover for sick leave?  Would it affect both schools?

Response  by LL:  There are lots of practical issues to be resolved.  Until we do it, we don’t know.  Once we get a permanent relationship, we would test that.

The Local Authority are very much behind this.  They are supporting this move and want it to succeed.  Mr Lippett, from the Local Authority, is with us this evening.  He is our School Improvement Partner and responsible for advising the Governing Body on a professional basis about the performance of our Headteacher.  The Authority see it as a way of sustaining the learning environment for this part of Rochester.
· I am the bursar of a local school.  I am jealous of you because we don’t have that opportunity.

Response by PWH:  I am sure we will make resources available by working together.

· But you will have a more sustainable future, I don’t know what our future holds.  As far as parents are concerned, they need to have choices.  You will have that choice.

Response by PWH:
The Local Authority is about to publish a plan for schools in the area.  I think we are giving Warren Wood a sustainable future.  Hopefully, you will all see this as a good thing.

Mrs Last thanked those present for attending and for showing an interest.  She advised that the timescales were in the booklet and asked that people make their views known and encouraged others to comment.  She advised that all comments would be taken seriously in order to make informed decisions as to whether a second consultation stage would be needed or whether we could go ahead with what is proposed.  She asked if anyone had any final comments.

· Do you need a percentage of parents?

Response by KGU:
No.  But we know how many consultation documents we have circulated and can monitor the response rate.

· With regard to the documents that were sent out, where the child comes from a split family, will the other parent get one?

Response by KGU:
Our document went home with the children.  If any family would like more, they may ask.  Details are also on the school website.
· I arrived late – how many governors will there be on this new joint committee?
Response by LL:
In real terms, we don’t know, but one-third of them must be parent governors.  The rest will be made up of Local Authority, community and staff governors, just as at present.

· How many now?

Response by LL:
Thomas Aveling 22 and Warren Wood 15.  We are still getting advice coming through but Government advice is a small Governing Body.

· I think a large governing body would be difficult to manage

Response by LL:
Absolutely.  But we have a number of committees that still need to be serviced.

· What are the implications of this not going through?

Response by LL:
For us, working with Warren Wood depends on resources.  We would exist as two separate schools.  With regard to Trust Status, those three partners are keen to drive forward success.  If we have resources we will support Warren Wood.

PWH:
From Warren Wood’s point of view, it would mean we have an uncertain future and would depend on Thomas Aveling with regard to resources.  Also, talking to Ofsted, it is about capacity for improvement.  Ofsted would look positively on this.  Without it, there is a question-mark.

LL:
As I said before, we have the Academies to consider.  We may not always be over-sbuscribed and if we can present that unique offer for this part of Rochester, it can only be good for the community.

Ms Last formally drew the meeting to a close at 7.30 pm.
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