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25 March 2006
Re School structure review 2006
Dear Mr Walley
I am writing to you as a member of the Joint Negotiating Committee for Education. I wish to make you aware of the consensus of opinion and concerns regarding this issue and hopefully seek your support in taking whatever action necessary to prevent us being railroaded by fair means or foul into a hugely disruptive and expensive change to the school structure in Leighton Buzzard when there is no evidence to prove the change to a two tier structure will improve standards. Apologies for the length of this tome but I want to convince you that I have looked at this matter from all angles and researched it.
I am also concerned as to the integrity of the consultation process which I believe will not necessarily result in the course of action being taken that most of the population of the town prefer.

I speak as a mother although I work in the office of a school and clerk for the governors at two schools with hugely differing socio-economic catchments so I am privy to considerable information and varied views from which to base my opinion.

I attended the first Leighton Buzzard consultation at Gilbert Inglefield School on 9/3/06. The overwhelming view of the audience was “why change what isn’t broken?” My main concern however was the, at worst misleading, at best erroneous presentation given by the staff from 4S the independent consultants. They were at pains to point out that they were not making any recommendation to County and had nothing to gain whatever the outcome. However after probing by a member of the audience they admitted that another service they offer is helping push through change so one automatically feels they would be top of the list to get that contract should we proceed with the structure change.

There were also slides showing how at GCSE Bedfordshire’s results are below the national average. It was agreed however that despite our 3 tier system Leighton Buzzards results are above the national average.

There was another slide about £thousands of millions of pounds that is to become available to “secondary” schools for improvements. The inference was that if we didn’t change so that we had secondary schools we could not access the money. After a direct question it was admitted that government had decreed that for the purposes of this funding middle school would be considered as secondary schools- so they will get the money! What was the point of that slide, which really has no relevance to the standards debate if it was not to mislead people into thinking there would be millions of ££££s available if we agreed the change?

The reason given for the idea to change the structure is stated as solely to improve standards yet after another direct question, it was agreed that there is “no statistical evidence to show that moving to a 2 tier system improves standards”.  Given the huge cost involved is it not rather too much of a gamble to try this then? The best 4S could come up with was to suggest that if you ask some of the head teachers that have changed they would “probably say it helped”. 
It was also inferred that we would have to comply with the rest of the UK eventually but a well researched gentleman quoted 4 sources from the prime minister to the education secretary and an education white paper where it had been stated that “it’s not about structure it’s standards” So our standards are good- end of argument.
I understand that there are five schools in the county whose results pull the overall average down. Why can’t we give them extra consultancy, support, funding to put things right for them? I don’t know the reasons for their issues but surely a fraction of the cost of this change could put things right for them? Again there is no proof that changing the structure will improve things for them.

We know that if this change proceeds the disruption to existing children in our schools will be huge. Schools will be sold, closed, altered; many experienced staff will take redundancy or early retirement as they won’t want to go through the process. We may end up with many far less experienced teachers trying to make the new system work.

I don’t want to be sceptical but I have to ask is this a way for the Council to try to recoup some of the millions it cost to buy out of the Hyder contract last year, by selling off prime school sites for housing? It has been said that funds from the sale of schools have to be ring fenced for education but I imagine there are accounting ways around that…

Why would anyone take such a big risk when there is no hard evidence to prove the theory?  

Milton Keynes and Northampton have recently gone through the change process. At the meeting we heard from a teacher from Milton Keynes how awful it had been and still was. Five schools in Northampton are now in “Special Measures” that weren’t previously.

It is also a common view that the questionnaires are weighted so that the results can be manipulated.

There are petitions being drawn up, one parent phoned 4S to ensure that these would be counted as the individual views not one- she was told that it’s not about the numbers for or against but the strength of the arguments. That suggested that there is an easy cop out for the powers that be to do what they prefer despite he publics views, based on their interpretation of what the strongest argument is.
At the consultation meeting on 23/3/06 in Dunstable the 2 counsellors present were introduced as 4S staff??!! Twice the 4S MD stated “when we change” as opposed to if! That also suggests that the result is a foregone conclusion.

Looking at one of the few perhaps legitimate concerns re the current three tier system- the issue of the move to upper school so close to GCSE time- the far less costly solution is to move the Key Stage 3 SATS tests to the end of the time at middle school, this gives the upper schools an extra year to prepare students for GCSE. Bedfordshire’s own data shows that after transfer to middle school pupils make accelerated progress in reading, writing and maths.
Surely retaining and improving what we have is the safest option? If we change our children will lose the high level of pastoral care currently available in middle schools- they will move to a secondary school that is so huge how can the pastoral care be as good? They will lose the specialist teachers they currently receive from Y5 teaching then French, art etc. Under the 2 tier system the junior school teachers will teach all subjects until later and often French is not started until Y7.
It is a common view that part of Leighton Buzzard’s success emanates from the close work of the Learning Communities. We could enhance this, introduce it throughout the county, strengthen the accountability and shared “ownership” for pupils’ progress. 

Raising standards is about building on past successes, quality of leadership, learning and teaching, quality of opportunities and experiences that motivate challenge and support children’s learning. It’s not about one structure fits all surely? 

It cost circa £200million to restructure Northampton, likely it would cost more for Bedfordshire, surely it would be better to spend our share of the £300million allocated government funds too improve what we have in ways we know will work rather than gamble with our children’s futures on a course of action that there is no proof will succeed? 
The Isle of Wight apparently successfully fended off such a change. Please will you help us to do so?  

Yours sincerely

Mrs Trudi Barnes
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