Robert Bloomfield Middle School & Five Oaks Middle School
[image: image1.png]



[image: image2.png]



RESPONSE TO THE REVIEW OF SCHOOL STRUCTURES IN BEDFORDSHIRE
March 2006

Introduction

Bedfordshire County Council is reviewing the structure of schools within the County, and will assess if a change “would be likely to raise attainment”.  The Council states quite clearly that “Current standards of attainment are too low – we must ensure they improve”.

Bedfordshire have commissioned Four S to undertake the consultation.  This consultation ends on April 4th.  Four S are seeking our views on the structure of schools.

Rationale for this document

This document ‘pulls’ together the views and opinions of the following stakeholders…

· The parents’ opinions at Robert Bloomfield Middle School
· The parents’ opinions at Five Oaks Middle School
· The staff opinions at Robert Bloomfield Middle School
· The staff opinions at Five Oaks Middle School
· The pupil voice

· The consultation response of the Headteacher

· The response of the senior staff at both schools to the reasons for review

Key-Stage 2 figures will also be included within this document, plotted against Statistical Neighbours.  The document will be presented to Governors as the ‘corporate’ view of the school (s).  Also, this will be our formal response to Four S.

Consultation so far

Parents at both schools have been given a questionnaire, with brief details of the review and an opportunity to provide their opinion.  Staff at both schools have completed a similar questionnaire.  Four S have met with both the Headteacher and some senior staff and have held open meetings for the public to attend.  Our Year 5 and Year 8 pupils were part of a sample of Middle School pupils that completed questionnaires for Four S.  The School Councils have discussed the issues around re-organisation.  All parents have received a leaflet from Four S, outlining the reasons for the review and how the consultation will work.  All parents have been given the opportunity to respond to the Four S questionnaire.  Parents at Robert Bloomfield have received, through parent mail, the KS2 results for Learning Community 3 plotted against statistical neighbours.   Parents at both schools have received the results of the parents’ surveys.
Further Information

We would like all stakeholders to be as informed as possible, information is available on www.fours.co.uk/bedfordshire or www.bedfordshire.gov.uk
Consultation and Principles for the Future

As well as discussing the current system, it is important that we provide solutions for the future.  The ‘decision in principle’ will be made in Summer 2006.

Whatever decision is made, I feel it is vital that both schools continue to have high aspirations and respond to any decision in a positive way.  It is important that Robert Bloomfield School aspires to achieve the very highest standards of education within the County, to whatever age-range is taught within the school, and that Five Oaks continues its massive progress and provides education of an ever increasing quality for the Caddington community.

Parental Opinion at Robert Bloomfield Middle School
· 371 families responded to our questionnaire (57% return).

· 89% of parents wished to see the 3-tier system retained, 8% did not.
· 99.2% wanted the school to stay open, 0.8% did not respond.

· If the County became ‘2-tier’, 43% wanted RB to be a Secondary School, 28% wanted RB to be a Junior School, 28% undecided.

· A full summary of parents’ views, on the open-ended questions are included in Annexe B, at the end of this document.

· Parents’ views on concerns for their child centred on disruption for their child, the reasons for changing something which achieves such high results for their child, less personal education, the immaturity of 11 year-olds with older pupils and the importance of maintaining the present high standards at RBMS.

Parental Opinion at Five Oaks Middle School
· 52 families responded to our questionnaire (37% return).

· 88% of parents wished to see the 3-tier system retained, 12% did not.

· 98% wanted the school to stay open, 2% did not.

· If the County became ‘2-tier’, 20% wanted Five Oaks to be a Secondary School, 72% wanted Five Oaks to be a Junior School, 8% undecided.

· A full summary of parents’ views, on the open-ended questions are included in Annexe B, at the end of this document.

· Parents’ views on concerns for their child centred on disruption for their child, less personal education, loss of community ethos, the immaturity of 11 year-olds with older pupils and the importance of continuing Five Oaks’ improvement, without this disruption.

· This is a similar result to the same survey in other Dunstable Middle Schools 

Comment

The two schools are different in terms of size.  Robert Bloomfield being the largest in the County (770 pupils) and Five Oaks the second smallest (190 pupils).  In terms of KS2 results and average points score, Robert Bloomfield was the highest achieving school in Bedfordshire, Five Oaks was the lowest (of course, this will change in 2006!!!) achieving school in Bedfordshire.  However, it is interesting that the results of the questionnaire are remarkably similar.  
Also, the unique position of the two schools’ leadership, gives an insight into pupil performance, the factors which affect standards and the solutions to improving pupil achievement and attainment. 
Staff Opinion at Robert Bloomfield

(Teaching staff)

· 20 individual responses (50%) to the RBMS questionnaire, 38 of 40 contributed to the staff meeting discussion and debate on the 3-tier review.
· 90% would like the 3-tier system to continue, 5% undecided, 5% would like 2-tier system.
· If the system changed, 50% of staff would prefer to see RB as a secondary school.  20% would prefer the school to be a Junior School.  
· 15% of staff discussed RB being a KS3 school as part of a federation with a local Upper School.  15% of staff discussed the possibility of our campus becoming a 4-16 school.  25% of staff felt we should become a ‘trust’ school and opt out of Local Authority control. 
· Staff comments and opinions centred on the frustration over the need for change when Robert Bloomfield’s value-added and results are so high and the ethos so strong, the problems of transport and closures in our small rural communities, distrust of the LEA, the financial implications for the County, and the positive experiences staff have had of being parents in a 3-tier system.
· Staff felt our facilities for KS2 pupils are outstanding, large schools become impersonal, that there is no evidence that a good Junior School would achieve better KS2 results than RB, that our pupils receive an excellent education and ethos and that teacher recruitment is very strong at RB currently, with many applicants.  Staff acknowledge that the ‘standards’ debate has some relevance in some areas of the County.
Staff Opinion at Five Oaks

(Teaching staff)

· 9 individual responses (90%) to the questionnaire, All 10 contributed to the staff meeting discussion and debate on the 3-tier review.
· 66% would like the 3-tier system to continue, 22% undecided, 11% would like 2-tier system.
· If the system changed, 91% of staff would prefer to see Five Oaks as a Junior School.  11% would be a part of the Upper School, delivering KS3.  
· Staff comments and opinions centred on the loss of subject specialists for KS2 pupils, the problems of transport and closures in our small rural community, loss of personal care for our KS3 pupils, and the disruption this will cause to 5 or 6 year cohorts within Dunstable, for a non-proven outcome.
· The staff acknowledge that facilities at Five Oaks are a little inappropriate for some KS3 activities / curriculum.
Pupil Voice
The School Council at both schools have been forthright in their support of the 3-tier system.  An ‘informal’ viewing of the pupil questionnaires to Four S confirmed this.  We have been anxious not to manipulate the pupils, but both School Councils have been vociferous in their support of the current 3-tier system, where they feel they receive a quality education. 

The view of the Headteacher, after full consultation with the parents, pupils and staff

This will be sent out to all parents at Robert Bloomfield Middle School and Five Oaks.  The full document will be emailed to all parents via the school’s parent mail system.
Friday 17th March 2006

Dear Parents

Consultation on the Review of School Structures

(Consultation Ends on April 4th)

You will be aware that there has been a consultation process into the review of school structures in Bedfordshire.  Thank you to the many parents that have taken an active interest in this process and have returned questionnaires to us or the consultants, Four S.  I will email the formal response from the school on parent mail, it is also available on our school website.  The response is a summary of views from parents, pupils and staff at both Five Oaks and Robert Bloomfield Middle Schools.  The Governing Body will examine these responses at their full Governors’ meeting, just before Easter, and respond to Four S accordingly.  However, before the end of the consultation process, I would like to present my own concerns, opinions and hopes for the review.  This is the most important educational decision taken within the County for over 30 years, I would like all parents to be as informed as possible about the likely outcomes for their child and our community.

Although I am against any major restructuring, I would like to re-assure parents that whatever change may happen, I am totally committed to ensuring Robert Bloomfield pupils achieve the highest possible standards within Bedfordshire, in either KS2 or GCSE results and in terms of ethos, enjoyment and engagement in learning.  We are committed to continue the vast improvements at Five Oaks to ensure the school is one of which the community is proud, and that will soon start to achieve excellence. 

Personally, I would like to see the Middle School system continue, I firmly believe that an excellent Middle School provides teaching, learning and ethos that is superior to a 2-tier system.  I will outline some of the issues which concern me about any change.  I think major change is a 50/50 possibility at the moment.  Also, I am saddened that some Headteacher colleagues in other parts of the County have used the review as an opportunity to denigrate the work of other phases, or ‘blame’ them for their school’s underachievement.  Indeed, I feel the ‘blame’ culture by some schools to be the major weakness of the 3-tier system, with schools not having ownership of complete key-stages and their test results.  

Possible Outcomes

I do not wish to ‘scare-monger’ at all.  However, the re-organisation within Northampton has created chaos.  All Middle Schools (except 2) were closed.  Many people fear change.  Generally, I welcome change and encourage it, but the possible changes to the 3-tier system could have some dire consequences…

· 5 or 6 different cohorts of pupils having to cope with this disruption, these are your children and our pupils.  I am not convinced this 5 year disruption will ‘solve’ pupil underperformance in the long-term across the County.  It’s a big gamble!

· Even if the future of Five Oaks and Robert Bloomfield Middle School was assured, I would not share this confidence for our small Lower Schools.  Robert Bloomfield takes pupils from 23 tiny village schools; there is a danger many of these would close or merge.  They would not cope with extra pupils, or would provide extremely limited facilities for upper KS2 pupils.  Our Lower Schools do a super job and they are at the heart of our rural community.  I fear the loss of rural ‘community’ within this re-organisation.
· Will the KS2 results of pupils improve if the pupils are taught in Junior Schools?  At a school like Five Oaks, this may be reasonably argued, but I feel the Five Oaks poor results had nothing to do with the 3-tier system! At Robert Bloomfield, I cannot see how a 2-tier system would ‘improve’ our KS2 results (our 2005 results were the highest average points score achieved by a Beds Middle School).
· Great financial costs for the County Council and Bedfordshire, without any improvement for 5 or 10 years, or any improvement at all.

· Currently, at both Five Oaks and Robert Bloomfield, we average 15 applicants per post, teacher recruitment is not an issue.  The threat of re-structuring will make recruitment a concern for all schools.    
Why do we need a review?
The review is taking place because of underperformance in KS2 SATs results within our Middle Schools and underperformance at GCSE level within the County.  This underperformance is assessed on data from similar counties.  It could be argued that exam results (especially at KS2) are not the sole purpose of education.  However, exam results affect children’s life chances and are a pointer to the quality of education received.

I firmly believe, especially after experiencing both the changes at Robert Bloomfield and at Five Oaks, that the ‘structure’ or age-range taught by a school is a total irrelevance when it comes to academic achievement.  It is the quality of the school, in terms of the teaching, the ethos, the pupil enjoyment and engagement and the school leadership which affects results and academic performance.

Schools will ‘underperform’ if they teach children from ages 7-11, 11-16 or 9-13, if the above factors are not in place.  Standards / results will go up when the quality of teaching, leadership, learning and ethos are a high standard.
All good schools, including many Bedfordshire Middle schools, offer so much more than preparation for exams.  The facilities, resources and ethos offered by Middle Schools to Years 5 and 6 is, in my opinion, much better than could be offered by a Junior School.  Similarly, the responsibility, pastoral care and individual support can be more readily provided to Years 7 and 8 in a smaller environment, than in a Secondary / Upper School with a 400 pupil year group.

Possible Solutions

‘No change’ is not an option.  I feel 2 things must happen.  As a Local Authority, I feel we need to be more proactive in supporting schools with underachievement, this may need a change of ‘culture’ at Local Authority level.  This has happened over the last year or two.  Increased intervention and support in schools with data, assessment, teaching and leadership would be more beneficial than changing structures.  Also, Year 8 pupils taking KS3 tests, as at Robert Bloomfield, would allow Upper Schools to focus on improvement and progress for GCSE (the key tests!).
The only major change I consider to have any educational validity would be the radical step of creating 4-18 schools on shared sites.  This would be practical at the Bloomfield and Five Oaks sites and provide stability for pupils, support for parents and opportunities for employing quality staff and school leaders.  The learning environment could be tailored to suit individual needs of pupils and specific age groups.  Thank you for your interest, I hope you will find time to fill in your consultation form.
Yours sincerely,

Adrian Rogers
Headteacher
Consultation Response Form

From Senior Management at Five Oaks and Robert Bloomfield

What are the strengths and weaknesses of the existing three-tier system?

Strengths

· The positive ethos of Middle Schools

· The resources, specialized teaching and opportunities for upper KS2

· The ‘ease’ of transition and transfer that fits in with the maturity levels of pupils

· Excellence in standards and KS2 results in some Middle Schools, e.g Robert Bloomfield

· Suited to rural communities

· At Five Oaks and Robert Bloomfield, recruitment is easy!

· Standards in Foundation subjects, especially in practical subjects
Weaknesses

· ‘Blame’ culture by some Upper School Heads for their low results at GCSE

· ‘Blame’ by some middle school staff for the poor progress of pupils in Years 3 & 4

· Lack of ownership of key-stages

Why do you think that pupil progress and achievement between the ages of 7 and 16 does not keep pace with national averages?

· Poor Local Authority support or intervention between 1996 and 2004

· Lack of direction at a LEA level until recently, the LEA does not hold its school leaders accountable

· Lack of ownership of test results

· Poor leadership in some schools, including Middle Schools

· The data provision at the Local Authority is awful.  The data analysis at Robert Bloomfield Middle School is much better than that provided by the LA; small schools do not have that capacity!

Do you believe that the structure of schools has a significant impact upon pupil attainment? How?

· No real impact upon pupil attainment, other than school leaders ‘blaming’ other phases for their results, but this would happen in two tiers
· A one year, ‘run-in’ to GCSE and options is not ideal, hence the need for Year 8 to take KS3 tests.  There are plans to introduce a 2 year KS3 in many areas.

Bedfordshire’s future school structure

Do you believe that Bedfordshire should change the structure of schools?

· No, we are changing because mediocrity rather than excellence exists in some schools

· No, because it would be erroneous to believe the Beds Upper School Heads will solve underperformance just by becoming Secondary Heads.

· We would like to preserve the 3-tier system.

If you do think Bedfordshire should change, what structure would you prefer?  Why should that structure be adopted?

· In an ideal world, both Robert Bloomfield Middle School and Five Oaks could run a 4-18 system well on the split sites.  However, this is unlikely to happen.

If you think that Bedfordshire should retain the existing structure, why do you think this?  What other improvements will be made to raise pupil achievement?

· All Middle Schools in the County should ensure Year 8 pupils take KS3 tests, several schools have tried this successfully, without even taking a reduced curriculum.

· The Local Authority needs to be pro-active in challenging underperformance in all types of schools.

· Robert Bloomfield and Five Oaks should consider becoming ‘trust’ schools out of LEA control.
Robert Bloomfield Middle School.

Summary of Parental responses to re-organisation.

January 2006

RB responses = 371,   Five Oaks = 52

Q.1.
Would you want to see the three tier system maintained in Bedfordshire?







%

YES


330


89     FO = 88%

NO


  29


8       FO= 12%

DON’T KNOW
  12


3

Q.2.
Would you want Robert Bloomfield School to remain open and continue to serve the children of Mid-Bedfordshire?







%

YES


368


99.2     FO = 98%

NO


   0


0          FO = 2%

NO RESPONSE
   3


0.8

Q.3.
If the system does change what would be your main concerns for your child? (see separate sheet).

Q.4.
If the County becomes two – tier, what would be the ideal way forwards for RBMS?

JUNIOR 7-11
 103 (majority of responses from parents with    children in y5 or siblings at lower school)     FO = 72%
SECONDARY 11-16
156 (majority of responses from parents with children at KS3)     FO = 20%




UNDECIDED

 
 102

FO = 8%


(The pattern of responses to this question reflects the concern that parents have that their child remains within the ethos of RBMS for as long as possible).

Q.3. If the system does change what would be your main concerns for your child? (RB comments only)

	Comment
	Tally

	Why change something which works very well in this area?
	58

	Long term disruption, leading to lowering of standards for many cohorts. 
	95

	The achievement dip at age 12
	11

	Reduced opportunities for y5 and 6 pupils
	16

	Funds better spent
	18

	Changing the sense of community 
	11

	Loss of continuity in the Middle years.
	18

	Overcrowding/lack of choice
	12

	Larger schools/classes leading to less individualized learning.
	51

	Maintenance of the high standards at the school.
	31

	Underperforming upper school/ concerns over size of upper school.
	23

	No guarantee of an improved educational environment
	12

	Adverse effects of 11 yr olds mixing with 18 yr olds
	40

	Lack of specialist teaching at an early stage.
	11

	Poor facilities until a later stage
	1

	Anxiety and stress in young pupils
	24

	Life chances cost of change
	3

	Rural travel/ change of catchment
	24

	Behaviour will deteriorate at the upper school
	5

	Decisions made by people who know little about education
	8

	Teacher morale / motivation
	7


Additional comments

1. Large numbers of responses state that closing a school which has such high standards and a “first class reputation” makes no educational sense.

2. ‘Pupils thrive at RBMS under the present system, why change it?’

3. Many comments reflect the belief that the RBMS model needs disseminating to other schools.

4. The irony of the new agenda for the 14-19 curriculum which would seem to favour middle and upper schools.

5. ‘Less to do with the tier system and more to do with leadership in schools’

6. ‘Change should focus at GCSE where the weaknesses are’

7. ‘Change dictated by the government testing system is not an educationally sound reason.’

8. A high number of very ‘emotive’ comments about issues of funding, waste of tax payers money, the involvement of potentially disastrous PFI schemes.

9. Many responses remark how much better their child is progressing having moved from the two tier system in other counties, some moved for this reason.

10. Would like to hear the pros and cons from the county council themselves.

11. Any change in this area would not represent value for money.

12. ‘In reality, just a way for the council to raise money by selling off prime sites for housing.’

13. ‘ Who in their right minds would disrupt a child’s education for 10 yrs. This would make a complete mockery of the teaching system’

14. ‘ Shades of Pilgrim School money wasted 30 yrs. ago’

15. ‘moving into the area we would have liked Bedfordshire to have been in line with the rest of the country’

16. Any resulting Junior schools would be too large to result in improved standards.

17. One response put forward that they would prefer their child to be exposed to ‘secondary teachers’ at age 7.

18. A number of responses indicated their desire that either RBMS become Junior and absorb lower schools or that it become Secondary giving parents increased choice of Secondary education in Mid Bedfordshire.

19. ‘ If nothing in this school is broken why fix it?’

It is worth mentioning that with the exception of points 17 and 18 there were no additional comments which put forward support for changing systems. The additional remarks above give a truly representative picture of the strength of feeling amongst respondents. 

AJR 16.03.06
_994236360

