Objection from the National Union of Teachers to the notice of proposal by Salford City Council to discontinue Hope High School on 31st August 2008
Salford Association of the National Union of Teachers (NUT) submits this objection to the Local Authority’s (LA) proposal to close Hope High School on 31st  August  2008.
1. The NUT questions the LA’s reason given for the earlier closure i.e. the removal of uncertainty and the provision of a ‘clear, positive direction for the future.’ In fact, the closure of the school and its reopening as an academy raises uncertainties which are explained below.
2. After repeated requests from the NUT over several months to respond to unanswered questions from the initial consultation on the closure of Hope High and opening of an academy earlier this year, the LA chose to update the questionnaire response page of their website on the 2nd November when the consultation on earlier closure was already underway. This delay in response to our members’ queries is unacceptable and does not encourage confidence amongst the staff of Hope High that their questions and concerns are being treated seriously. 
3. At a recent BSF meeting between the LA and Trades Unions (TU) all of the TU attendees expressed their concerns that Oasis Trust has not made any effort to have a dialogue with staff about the proposed opening of an academy in the Hope High building in September 2008. In fact, Oasis Learning is still in the process of setting up its own management and advice structures let alone be in a position to appoint a Headteacher, Governing Body and staff as well as have a curriculum structure ready in less than two terms.
4. Oasis Learning will be able to appoint the majority of Governors. All Academy Governing Bodies to date are unfairly weighted in favour of the external sponsor at the expense of LA representatives, elected staff and parent governors.
5. It should be clear to all teaching and support staff who wish to be transferred to the new academy that their terms and conditions of service are transparent and protected, but also that other pertinent issues and concerns which staff have are addressed directly; members of staff have very little time between now and the proposed opening of the academy to make decisions which  affect their future livelihoods and career opportunities. With less than two terms to effect the closure of a state comprehensive school and reopen it as a privatised school run by a charitable organisation with no track record of running schools, we are sceptical that an accelerated programme is in the best interests of Hope High.
6. The early closure of Hope High School and the linked proposal to open an academy on that site may not be in the best interests of pupils, staff and the wider community. Continuing falls in the projected numbers of pupils in Salford, combined with huge secondary school financial deficits and surplus places brings into doubt the need for a new school which is funded directly from the Government. Hope High School had a deficit budget of over £600,000 last year. A deficit figure of over £1.2 million is anticipated for this next year and the closure of Hope High will result in this deficit being picked up by the LA and consequently by schools throughout the authority. This could equate to the loss of forty-five teaching jobs in other Salford high schools.
7. It may make more sense for Hope High School to continue and plan to reduce the deficit budget at least over the next year or even until the  Oasis Academy is ready to open on its new site, so that the financial deficit is considerably reduced. This early closure will create a burden for other schools to bear; their funding levels will be reduced as they pick up Hope’s deficit. There are several schools in Salford, like Hope, already in financial difficulty as the secondary school population declines. The ‘below the inflation rate’ settlement for 2008-9 will add to the problems.
8. The LA anticipates that, ‘based on current and projected numbers…the academy will remain viable.’  There is little confidence that this statement can be upheld in the light of erroneous projected figures for Harrop Fold High School which has resulted in the new school being built for 300 more pupils than it actually will accommodate. At present the Year 7 intake at Hope was barely 90 pupils, only enough for four forms of entry,- hardly a ringing endorsement for the core numbers in a new academy!
9. Brand new schools at Buile Hill and Wentworth are both likely to open before the anticipated Oasis Academy and will doubtless attract some pupils who would otherwise be projected for the Academy, thus putting its viability in jeopardy. Competition for a reducing number of pupils over the next few years may also put several other high schools at risk. The funding of the Further Education sector may also be put at risk by academies which intend to go into direct competition as post 16 providers and offer sixth forms. 
10. Is Oasis learning likely to be an inclusive educational provider? Ofsted has given Hope High a grade 2 (good) for its care, guidance and support to pupils,- in all other categories the school is satisfactory (grade 3). Hope High has over the national average of pupils on free school meals,- an indicator of a neighbourhood suffering social and economic deprivation. There is evidence that academies seek to attract more pupils from more affluent areas such as in Bristol and Haringey which, although set in areas of deprivation, have distributed advertising material several miles away in leafy suburbs. Walsall Academy halved the number of entrants on free school meals in 3 years. Lambeth Academy, on opening in 2004, took 9% of its new intake on free school meals whilst the Authority’s average was 38%; both academies are set in areas of deprivation. As Oasis Learning has only just opened other academies in September 2007 they are an unknown quantity which is another reason for delaying the opening of an academy, in order to be reassured of their financial, organisational and support structures.
11. Concerns have been expressed about future curriculum development if the school becomes an academy on its present site. Plans for next year’s studies are already underway yet there has been no communication from Oasis as to what ‘distinctive’ curriculum areas they would offer and when their ‘diverse’ range of learning opportunities would begin,- information which is vital to parents and prospective pupils if they are to make informed choices about their future studies and be attracted to the school.

12. Oasis Community Learning has expressed the desire for their academy to specialise in media and ICT. At present the school does not offer media studies. If the Academy opens on Hope site and introduces media studies and ICT as its specialist subjects there are some serious doubts that the present infrastructure of the school would be able to accommodate such provision.
13. The school building is far from adequate and the installation of expensive, complex equipment which would be necessary for media/ICT studies to take place would entail an outlay of financial and physical resources that may not be justified for such a short period of accommodation. If, on the other hand, Oasis decided to wait to implement its specialisms until it was in the new, purpose-built school then it may be in danger of losing potential students who would otherwise have chosen a media specific route to qualifications. All of this is speculation because Oasis Learning has not discussed any options with the very people who will be expected to implement the curriculum from September next.

14. In concluding this objection for your consideration, we are not convinced of the need to close Hope High School any earlier than has already been agreed, primarily because the Local Authority and Oasis Community Learning have not, in our opinion, provided a cogent argument for bringing closure forward. As has been the case in Building Schools for the Future consultations we would welcome the implementation of appropriate mechanisms for trade unions and professional associations to have meaningful discussions with the LA and Oasis on the Hope High closure issues.
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