CHILDRENS SERVICES SCRUTINY COMMITTEE: 08.02.2006

CALL IN OF CABINET PROPOSALS DATED 24TH JANUARY 2006 FOR THE COMMENCEMENT OF STATUTORY PROCEDURES TO CLOSE FOUR PRIMARY SCHOOLS FOR REPLACEMENT BY ONE 2FE SCHOOL ON THE SEEDLEY’ SITE.

PURPOSE

The purpose of this report is to provide the summary evidence base that demonstrates the decision by Cabinet on the 24th January to be a seriously flawed and inflexible strategy based on questionable assessment of likely future school place demand. 

It concludes that the strategy which Cabinet proposes respectively:

· Appears based on limited local consultation and consideration of alternative building, funding and school management options. 

· Fails to contemplate the potential detrimental educational and social impact of, or have explicit contingency plan in respect of, the real prospect of excess demand for accessible schooling in the Weaste , Seedley and Langworthy area.

· Runs counter to declared social inclusion and regeneration policy objectives,

· Carries with it a high potential risk of reinforcing disadvantage by distance (from future educational facilities) for existing communities of the south and west of Weaste and Seedley ward, and

· Fails to promote the nature of neighbourhood setting conducive to achievement of strategic objectives (of the Community Plan and proposed UDP) for the encouragement of families to reside within the City and ward.

It is not the purpose of this report to promote a single substitute strategy – notwithstanding that one alternative is demonstrated to be possible in the appendices (Table 2C).

Rather, the Appendices seek to demonstrate, both on the basis of the LEA’s own baseline estimates and in the additional context of a more limited school closure option, that there is sufficient evidence to justify adoption of a more flexible and geographically spread approach to school reorganisation  than that proposed by Cabinet .

Additionally it demonstrates the need for a deeper analysis of strategic longer term demographic, physical and funding circumstances and options – linked to consideration of a wider regeneration perspective – if the spectre of primary children having to be shipped long distances to a school within an alien neighbourhood environment is to be avoided (together with removal of the consequent possibilities of detrimental impact on attendance and educational attainment levels and lack of opportunity for after school social and extra curricular activity).

BACKGROUND

There is a growing weight of research evidence, such as that recently published by the Institute of Public Policy Research and the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, and shared by the views of developers such as Urban Splash and City Lofts Group, that identifies the key regeneration challenge of the next decade - to realise sustainable City development, cement the population and economic gains generated by the high density ‘City Centre’ apartment phenomenon, and support HMG’s mixed communities initiative - is to ensure the inner neighbourhoods surrounding the regional /urban core are attractive to families.

Central to this shared analysis, and supported by headline Aim of the Council’s proposed revised UDP – which seeks ‘appropriate housing type and neighbourhood settings and facilities that will help attract families’ – is the conclusion that for ‘locals’ and ‘newcomers’ able to exercise housing choice ,and for many families who were otherwise predisposed to move, the availability of accessible local primary school provision is a key determinant of where people live. For those families without the resources to exercise choice the availability and accessibility of primary school facilities is a key determinant of quality of life and the capability to stretch limited incomes to meet everyday budgeting pressure. 

The educational outcomes recently achieved by the schools concerned in the proposed reorganisation appear to support the proposition that local, walkable, education facilities work and, with appropriate enhancement, support the development of sustainable communities.

In this context , it has to be a fundamental matter of concern that, at the start of the Claremont Weaste and Seedley Area Action Plan process, implementation of the Cabinet decision (potentially in combination with the emerging Academy proposals for Hope High School that could  remove secondary school facilities) would present the Weaste and Seedley ward with NO primary school provision .As Professor Brendan Nevin (who helped to shape the HMR programme) notes If the schools aren’t there to attract aspirational couples or young families future (sustainable) regeneration strategy will be at risk
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The added significance is that the western and southern elements of the ward (Weaste and New Weaste in particular) - that would become the most remote from, and have difficult transport links to, remaining schools or those located in surrounding wards/neighbourhoods – contain a areas of otherwise sustainable family houses of a range of size and type in combination with localities that fall within the 7-10% and 10-20% of most deprived neighbourhoods measured on the index of multiple deprivation. Generally Weaste and Seedley ward has significantly lower than NW average levels of car ownership.     
--

This potential ‘access difficulty’ risks being reinforced and compounded for future residents and their families of the west and southern elements by the operational arrangements of the Schools Admissions Policy. This lists, amongst other factors, proximity of home address ( to the school) as a determinant of priority for admission . 

In the context of the proximity of actual and potential new housing development to the proposed new 2FE Seedley school – as itemised in Appendix 2,  there is then the real prospect of the Admissions Policy further serving to compound social disadvantage within some neighbourhoods by ‘distance disadvantage’ to educational facility .The Appendices demonstrate that on the basis of extrapolation of future primary school population demand generated by housing development and live birth rates (as families establish) there is the reasonable risk of insufficient local school capacity  - to the extent that the Cabinet decision, and proposed school reorganisation  programme, apparently fails to contemplate.

There is the real prospect that children of residents of new homes built close to the proposed new school (as those in Langworthy) will have ‘admissions priority’ over the children of residents with homes in established communities located further away – and who would thus be forced to have to travel further to a school with vacant places. There is no evidence within the Background Documents   that the LEA have formulated either a buildings or transport strategy to cater for this very real possibility – or indeed have contemplated respectively the hardship or detriment to educational attainment it may cause and accessibility issues. The detail within the Appendices demonstrates that the residual surplus capacity (of the ‘group’ schools) referred to in paragraph 2.5  of the report to Cabinet is of likely major accessibility obstacle to the children of the localities most affected by the proposed school closures of St Lukes and Tootal Drive.

What then are the future prospects for the apparent risk of strategic disadvantaging of the future of Weaste and Seedley ward as a place to live or learn being countered by the potential for a new school being built at a future date – perhaps in support or consequence of the Willows relocation proposals.

Here again the background analysis is not good. As Roy Irwin, Chief of Housing at the Audit Commission observed ’ Whilst DfES schools funding responds quickly to population decline (hence the current pressure to reduce school place surpluses) it does not respond very quickly to growth ‘( i.e. such as could be generated by a combination of appropriate future housing development potential in Langworthy Weaste and Seedley fostered by the HMR programme and  associated planning and marketing strategies) .

If therefore the possibility of damage to the housing and education markets of Weaste and Seedley, and the quality of life of its family residents, is to be avoided it would seem that a far more flexible and geographically spread solution to the surplus school place conundrum needs to be found than that proposed by the Cabinet decision – perhaps contemplating use of the DfES exceptional needs funding mechanisms and looking forward to the known development and population potential as illustrated in the appendices, rather than back to the historic legacy of population loss and outward migration that the minutes of meetings demonstrate to have been a fundamental factor of the formulation of the proposal considered by Cabinet.

Not only does an examination of the minutes of the partially represented ‘Partnership Group’ meetings demonstrate a range of unexplored or too expediently discounted options, and a lack of challenge to the proposition that there is no evidence to support a view that a 2FE school generates better educational outputs than a 1FE school,  but also demonstrates a lack of acknowledgement of the extent and DfES funding potential of proposed future housing (re)development led population growth in the Langworthy/ Weaste and Seedley localities  - or exploration of alternative management arrangements (such as federated or split school management structures) to realise the targeted ‘management efficiency gains’.
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ANALYSIS

The new 2FE school proposal does not achieve the usually required DfES design standards, inclusive of on site playing field. It would be in an environmentally problematic location (adjacent to the motorway) relatively remote from existing school populations to the west and south and in relatively close proximity to other schools. Site constraints suggest that the prospects for achieving an inspirational design are limited.

The proposal would remove from Weaste and Seedley ward ALL primary education facility – together with the attendant community facilities that are the only ones available to serve communities of established disadvantage. 

There is not the apparent future prospect of a rapid DfES funding response to the apparent prospect of shorter-term change in school place demand and the consequent risk of overcrowding and accessibility-to-alternative pressures that could realistically stem from adoption of the Cabinet decision.

Appendix 1 provides a tabular analysis of the baseline LEA estimates - for school capacity and estimated surplus places (table 1) and pupil numbers( table 2A). In the margin of table 2A it demonstrates how the LEA estimate of potential new housing demand derives (206 total spaces as referred to in paragraph 2.5b of the Cabinet report) and highlights the impact on baseline numbers. It demonstrates   via Table 2B, the estimated extent of minimum excess demand relative to the baseline estimate and also the consequence of the LEA estimated additional housing demand ( 65 spaces in weaste,seedley and langworthy). It additionally demonstrates, via Table 2C, how a more limited school closure programme, could achieve the desired target reduction in surplus places (to 25% maximum) whilst retaining the flexibility of both further reduction (by school downsizing option already considered to be achievable) and/or to build new provision to cater for enhanced school place demand.

Appendix 2 outlines the impact of known new housing potential in Langworthy alone not accounted for in the LEA estimate of new housing generated demand. It illustrates the possible impact on school place demand exclusive (and inclusive as an option) of the 65 spaces for separate developments estimated by the LEA ( i.e. as referred to in Appendix1).

The appendix respectively:

· clarifies the previous qualification that the LEA has made to its 2004 and 2005 modelling projections on which the cabinet decision is based – and crucially in respect of the lack of incorporation of projected housing development impact (and via separate reference to its dependency on historical live birth data that has changed considerably)

· provides a breakdown of the known shorter and longer term housing development potential – as supported by a combination of e.g. publications such as the ‘Vision for Langworthy and Seedley’, current on site construction activity, Housing Corporation funding programme bids and officer advice .

· Charts the consequence of a reasonably pessimistic view of the impact of short term housing development activity and potential impact on primary school place demand  - in respect of both the Cabinet proposal (modified table 2B) and example the alternative school reorganisation option (modified table 2C) used in Appendix 1

It demonstrates, via modified Table 2B, the very real risk of the Cabinet proposal resulting in significant excess– to–capacity demand /overcrowding in Weaste, Seedley and Langworthy  - well above the level estimated by the LEA . By reference to Table 1 and 2 of Appendix 1 it can be seen that the location of surplus school place capacity to which para 2.5 of the report to Cabinet refers to as being available to take up possible excess demand, is in fact located in Windsor/Ordsall – significantly remote and not easily accessed from the communities of west and south Weaste who would be most distanced from – and hence potentially have least Admissions Policy claim for access to - the proposed new school

Appendix 3 demonstrates the potential for school place demand –additional to that generated by new housing development - that could be generated from significant increase, and upward trend, in live births statistics since 2004. In considering the implication of these statistics it should be noted that the significantly lower aggregated sample ward based average than the combined Langworthy Weaste and Seedley figures alone could generate future school place demand in excess of the total reception capacity of the cabinet proposal.

CONCLUSION

The statistical analyses of the appendices demonstrate the potential severe underestimation of the primary school place requirements for the Langworthy, Weaste and Seedley group of schools that cannot reasonably be anticipated to be met without hardship to residents via projected surpluses within the remaining schools in the group – by reason of distance, problematic public transport access and proximity/easier access to schools in adjacent areas.
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The consequential harm to the educational facility structure is such as may serve to encourage decline in the sustainability of Weaste and Seedley ward and mitigate against realising stated policy objectives.

Other physical solutions with a greater degree of flexibility and responsiveness exist, some ,such as a new school on the former Weaste Cricket Ground site, with the apparent potential to support significantly wider regeneration objectives.

The extent of potential harm of adoption of the Cabinet decision is enhanced by consideration of factors such as the potential loss of community facilities and capacity for extra curricular activity facilities to disadvantaged communities.

RECOMMENDATION:

The Scrutiny Committee is urged to reject the decision of the Cabinet  as not having been respectively made with

· Due consultation with elected and community representatives of Weaste and Seedley ward and the taking of full advice from officers in respect of the potential extent and nature of proposed housing development activity and more recent live birth statistics regarding  and the consequential potential impact on school place requirements and DfES funding options, including use of the exceptional needs mechanism.

· Due consideration of the practicality and cost /benefit appraisal of alternatives highlighted in the process of discussion at Partnership Group meetings and due consideration of explicit contingency proposals for future expansion of accessible capacity to meet possible excess school place demand in Weaste Seedley and Langworthy.

· Due regard to the disproportionate adverse impact potential on the residential communities and housing market of Weaste and Seedley ward.

· Wednesbury reasonableness in respect of the failure to have acknowledged or assessed the potential excess school place demand in the localities accessible by Weaste and Seedley ward residents.
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