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Dear Sir
RE:  Review of current school structure in Bedfordshire

With two children currently in the education system – one at middle and one at lower, I am very concerned with the proposals that have been suggested by Beds County Council with regard to the restructuring of the current 3 tier system to a 2 tier system.  Education is not just about standards and passing an exam at a set time in life, it is also about producing well-rounded individuals ready to face society and ensuring during this process they are happy and the environment is conducive to learning.
My children are very happy within the 3 tier system, as I was too when I was educated.  I believe that this system is the best for Bedfordshire for the following reasons:-
1. The lower school works with the children, forming a firm foundation from Nursery, encouraging development and teaching values alongside the National Curriculum.  Classes are of a manageable level (although reduction would always be welcomed) and the class teacher knows the children and their capabilities well.  Interaction between the younger children (4 years) and the older ones (9 years) are good – there are no ‘bad habits’ being passed on, no peer pressure to conform.
2. Progression to middle school at 9 fits well with the natural stages of a child’s life.  More often than not they are becoming bored at primary school by the age of 9 and are ready to develop further.  The smooth transition to middle school which is managed effectively with the partnership that has been formed between lower and middle schools, ensures the children are not phased by this change in their life, and can in fact, feel like they are ‘growing up’ as they are given a small amount of independence whilst still having the guiding hand of the school.  By introducing the 2 tier system, you will be taking this away from the children until the age of 11 where they will be placed in a school where all too often the younger children are forgotten because the emphasis is on the older children achieving the much publicised ‘standards’ and resulting GCSE grades.

3. Upper schools currently finish the final stage of our children’s growing up process.  With only my personal experience to draw on, I would comment that the focus is given to ensure our children are prepared for ‘adult’ life with encouragement and guidance into a career that will provide further opportunities for learning.  At such a crucial stage of young people’s life it is fundamental that social skills are taught not just academic to achieve the required standards to enhance a school’s performance in the league tables. This can easily be overlooked when catering for such a wide age range of 11-18 year olds.

That said I do believe there are improvements which can be made to the existing system but as usual money is the key factor here.  However, if the County Council have so much of it to throw around, why not use it within the current structure we have for teachers, support staff, resources and buildings?  The idea which has been suggested by Mr Locke of Ashton seems sensible – bring Key Stage 3 into the middle schools so pupils take their exams before transferring.  With regard to the demographics and surplus places, it is not rocket science – merging of schools within an particular area is always an option, although if reduction of class sizes is another possibility maybe retention of some schools with enhanced resources.
To change Bedfordshire to a 2 tier system will cause an enormous amount of upheaval, disruption and expense over a long period of time, affecting many generations. In fact the last change the County undertook was 35 years ago – and I understand have only just finished paying for it.  Many schools will have to undergo building work to accommodate change; some will be surplus to requirements.  How are teachers/support
staff/headteachers expected to continue with providing our children with a high standard of education whilst wondering if they will retain their jobs?  How many good teachers will we lose before the process has even begun because they do not want to caught up in drama as it unfolds?  How many children will change schools and change again to ensure they are at the right school for their age?
I fail to understand why Beds County Council seem intent to force a system upon Bedfordshire to ensure we are ‘the same’ as other Local Authorities next to us, when all evidence shows that there will not be a resulting increase to standards.  Can we not learn from the mistakes our neighbours have made with trying to change a perfectly good working system into something which causes maximum disruption and upset with no proven overall result?  Can our County Council not set an example to our neighbours of how to utilise the existing structure to maximise the potential within the schools?
I would also like to comment on the current ‘parent consultation’ which, is in my opinion, a complete farce.  
There are many parents who are completely oblivious to the consultation currently taking place – something I believe the Council is relying on to ensure when the decision of change is announced, it can be turned back to parents who object to say ‘you had your chance to voice an opinion’.  

The awareness of such an important issue falls heavily on schools, Beds County Council are intent on keeping it very low key, for example they only having a small link to related articles in the third column of their home page, lost amongst other matters advertised there.  It is advertised on the said web site that a consultation document and questionnaires are readily available at public libraries, but having visited Dunstable Library I was referred to the Information Desk upstairs and a very helpful lady (who knew nothing about the review) and did not have the consultation document to hand (although I suspect it is now!).  That said, however, parents have to go upstairs to retrieve the information, there is nothing advertised downstairs.  

There are also currently three questionnaires parents who are in the know can complete – the one online for Four S – which, in my opinion, is completely negative and loaded and the only constructive comments which can be added are at the end of the questionnaire, however you have to answer the other comments to reach this point.  The second is the questionnaire at the back of the consultation document, which again is completely loaded in favour of the 2 tier system.  The third, is interesting, it is a leaflet, which is on the website if you search for it, and should be sent out to all parents via their schools mid February.  We are now in mid February – half term week actually and the leaflets are not in schools or public places.  What about parents who have not entered the education system yet?  Will leaflets be sent to all parents with children who could be affected by any decision made.
Finally, I have to ask, how much attention will actually be paid to these questionnaires and letters received from parents?  With so many different questions on each questionnaire and many parents raising issues, will the County Council finally listen to the people who voted them into office to represent us; sadly I have to say I think not.  Unfortunately, I like many other parents, are doubtful of the consultation process, believing the decision has already been made, despite firm denials from local councillors.  Consultation does not amount to a vote on the outcome – that falls firmly on our Executive Committee using recommendations from Four S.  
With Beds County Council’s sorry record of organising efficient services and spending vast amounts of money unnecessarily, I have to question the respect County Councillors have for their constituent’s voices and the future of our children who need to be educated today.
Your comments would be appreciated.

Yours faithfully
Mandy Atkins

c.c.  
Gillian Howard

Brian Piggott


Duncan Ross


Richard Stay


Jennifer Fairbairn


Peter Hollick


Leonora Prewett – Headteacher – Dunstable Icknield Lower School


Keith Scotchford – Headteacher – Priory Middle School

