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Minutes of the KGA County Governors Meeting

Monday 7 March 2016  @ 1900 hrs

Held in John Wigan Room, Oakwood House, Oakwood Park

Maidstone ME16 8AE

Welcome and Chairman’s Report
Jack Keeler opened the meeting and welcomed everyone. Deborah Bruce was unable to attend the meeting as she was currently unwell.  
· Dominic Herrington (Regional Schools Commissioner)

‘Coasting Schools’

Dominic Herrington introduced himself as the Regional Schools Commissioner (RSC) for South-East England and South London.  He explained that he was also a Vice Chair at a primary school in South East London and felt it was important for governors, Headteachers and teachers in school to raise standards.

· The objectives of the presentation were:

· To explain briefly the role of RSCs

· To share thoughts on the crucial role of governance and MATs (Multi Academy Trusts)

· To answer questions and listen

· What do Regional Schools Commissioners do?

Governors were informed that by 2014 there were around 5000 academies and it had become difficult to run that from Whitehall so RSCs were commissioned.  There were currently 8 RSCs across the country.  The main objectives were:
· Take action when an academy is underperforming

· Decide on the development of new academies

· Address underperformance in maintained schools through sponsored academies

· Make recommendations to Ministers about free school applications

· Encourage organisations to become academy sponsors

· Approve changes to open academies

In the South East region there were 830 academies and free schools and a further 60-70 schools which were being helped to improve as rapidly as possible.  There were a range of ideas which could be used such as a change in leadership, building capacity and giving stern reminders.   Part of the role also included developing new academies and most of the schools that applied to become academies were primary schools in groups either already in MATs or joining MATs. 

It was important to ensure that any underperforming maintained school that went into category was paired up with a sponsor to ensure that there was a strong partnership. In the South East, the population was growing fast and the free school programme had gathered pace during the past 18 months to 2 years as there was an acute shortage of places where the population was growing.  There were many opportunities for Headteachers and governors to make a wider contribution in relation to wider forms of partnership to benefit more children than just those in their own schools.

Every three weeks the Team received a supply of mostly primary school applications wanting to change something in their academies, in particular, wanting to set up a nursery and it was the team’s role to look at the relevant plans, track record and LA support to ascertain the viability.

· New powers exercised by RSCs on behalf of the Secretary of State as a result of the Education and Adoption Bill
Maintained Schools

· Inadequate schools – Directive Academy Orders

· Warning Notices to Maintained Schools

· Coasting Schools

Academies

· Inadequate academies – all funding agreements

· Coasting academies – all funding agreements 

Parity of treatment of schools; notification to Diocese and consideration of representations; Coasting timelines later; RSC resourcing.
· The South East and the South London (SESL) region
· Covers 22 LA areas

-  10 Dioceses

· 439 Primary Academies

-  309 Secondary Academies

· 28 Special/AP academies

-  48 Free Schools

· 125 sponsors

Mr Herrington explained that schools nearer the south east coast presented tougher challenge.  He had visited a number of schools along the Kent, East Sussex, West Sussex Hampshire coastal areas and the Isle of Wight. London schools outperformed schools in the south east in overall performance.  Right across the south east area there were high numbers of small village schools facing financial challenges.

Governors noted that Mr Herrington was assisted by the SESL Headteacher Board and went through the profiles of the board for the benefit of governors.  The Board met every three weeks and comprised Headteachers and Chairs of governors helping to influence decisions.

· What is happening to academy numbers in SESL?

75% (349) of primary academies are in a MAT
51% (166) of secondary academies are in a MAT
There were 25% standalone primary academies and 51% standalone secondary academies.  Headteachers and chairs were particularly looking at the MAT model and the number of standalone institutions was reducing

· What do MATs in the South East tell us are the benefits of setting one up?

· Opportunity to improve more children’s life chances
· To share professional practice to improve education e.g. curriculum and data

· To retain/develop leadership and staff e.g. succession planning

· To drive out economies of scale e.g. procurement, appointments

· To refresh and change governance

· To standardise process and manage risk consistently

The idea of governing boards as non-executive leaders was now established.

· MATs could allow strength in numbers whilst retaining identity.
Enable entitlement to better education systems
· Systems and operating procedures

· Use of data

· Assessment and reporting

· HR practice – one employer

· Governance!

But not mandatory in every respect

· Culture

· Uniform

· Relationship with local community

· Educational networks unique to the school

MATS could allow strength in numbers whilst retaining identity.

· The idea of governing boards as non-executive leaders is now established

There was much greater recognition as governance as a non-executive core function.

3 Core Functions
· Setting vision, ethos and strategic direction

· Holding the head/principal to account

· Ensuring money is well spent

Implications

· Accountability

· Need for strategic Framework

· Skills required

· Importance of relationship with executive leaders

There was a broad consensus on the features of effective practice in non-executive leadership.
	Sources
	Examples of accepted good practice

	Governance Handbook
	The right people with the right skills and clear roles

	Toolkits for boards/MATs to ask
	Clear separation between the strategic and operational

	Sector bodies
	Constructive relationship with Headteacher allowing constructive challenge

	Codes of Governance
	An effective chair; professional clerk

	
	Regular self-evaluation and review


The aim was to support all MATs to develop professional standards of governance.
	The Right People
	· More freedom to design Board with appointment ad election focussed on skills

· Funding to Academy Ambassadors, SGOSS and Education Employers Taskforce

	The right role and structures
	· Governance Handbook defines role and responsibilities, and principles of good practice

· More freedom to design governance structures that meet local needs

	The right skills and capacity
	· NCTL training programmes for chairs and clerks

· National Leaders of Governance

	Accountability and oversight
	· Ofsted – External Reviews of Governance

· Oversight by EFA & RSCs with intervention where necessary


Governors raised the following questions:
Would you encourage standalone academies to join a MAT in the fullness of time?  

Dominic Herrington explained that he would encourage a standalone academy to think about joining a MAT.  As governors, we know that governors need to think 3 to 5 years ahead as they are guardians of schools.  Look at MATs as a vehicle.  It is important for governors to manage risk especially if you are in a school where there have been a couple of key resignations.  If you are in a MAT, the situation of key personnel resignations would be more robust.

There was a particular MAT that had its share of failing school?  How would you address that as Regional Schools Commissioner?  

The case of underperforming schools was the responsibility of the RSC and cases were dealt with on an individual basis. Sometimes an academy would be moved from one trust to another, statutory warning notices would be issued and thirdly we would always be thinking of ways to improve the academy.  Dominic Herrington explained that he had a small team of professionals that went into underperforming schools to review the situation and left the school with some recommendations to improve. It was a mixture of challenge and support for those situations.

A governor made the point that there were less schools in Gravesham than in other areas of Kent.  One of the big responses to the lack of spaces was more free schools as they would be set up in areas of need and 90% of free schools during the last year had been opened in places of population need.  There was an understanding that more school places would be needed in SE England and free schools was a response to that.  Over the next 5 years there would be more free schools in relevant areas and it could be that faith groups would be making applications. We welcomed applications from all faiths.
What improvement had there been in the academies?  Over the past 3-5 years there was statistical evidence to show that the academies were improving quickly but that did not work in every situation.  The view was that through a MAT there was an opportunity for governors to improve standards over time.  All governors did a tremendous job and governance was crucial with the landscape over a 3-5-year period.  With the way that government policy was developing, there was a real opportunity to look at possible configurations and partnerships to see if they would benefit your schools.

A governor made reference to the Headteacher Board and asked if he would have any opportunity of joining the Board?  Dominic Herrington replied saying that the Chair of Governors on his board was chosen partly as she was a Chair and not a Headteacher and came from a professional business background.  It was important to ensure that the group was not solely made up of Headteachers.  One of the other members was a Chair of Governors for the whole of the previous year and also his own governance experience.  Going forward Dominic Herrington’s aim was to work closer with Chairs of Trusts and governors.  Academy status elevated the importance of Chairs of Trusts in a room to discuss the challenges they were facing and away from Headteachers.  It was on the Plan.  It had taken time to understand the South East area and working with colleagues in the Las and Dioceses.
A governor asked if there was a Headteacher on the Legislation Board?  No but part of the decision making when RSCs were created was that there would be a Headteacher board.  Dominic Herrington felt that there had been no governor voice as with academy status strong governance was important.

Was there a correlation in achievement and results between the size of a MAT?  75% of the MATs in the SE Region were made up of 1 to 5 schools.  Large MATs were not typical of the system.  There was no correlation but one of the highest performing chains was the Harris Federation which comprised 37 schools.  The sector was young and most of the MATs were small and geographically based and would always want to stay that way and not necessarily encroach beyond their borders.  MATs were not all about big chains, some do well, some are on their way and some had had issues.  Dominic Herrington strongly advised governors to visit a MAT and there was an opportunity to think about how they were best able to tackle the challenges in their schools. MATs were a possibility.

Could there be an alternative to a MAT i.e. another form of partnership?  Partnerships were a good thing but there were one or two caveats.  One was that they needed to deliver impact. Secondly with a soft accountable partnership, it allowed people to say that it allowed schools to change their minds about being in a partnership.  In a MAT all schools were accountable in a single unit.  Schools did not have to make decisions overnight and it was important that governors undertook due diligence and talked to colleagues.  The definition of a MAT was a single legal unit where everyone was responsible to one another in a tighter partnership. That was the difference as opposed to a soft partnership.  A MAT would give a much stronger and important role for governance.
In encouraging governors to think strategically over a 3-5-year period and offering MATs as a route forward, we read in the papers and the media that the Secretary of State expects all schools to be academies by 2020.  What are the mechanisms with the status quo who see nothing but risk to their autonomy and threats to the delivery for good education to their pupils? What steps are you expecting Chairs of Governors to make?  People do not always have the facts of what a MAT is and it was my role as RSC to provide more information to Chairs and sessions like we have this evening. The way forward was through a MAT and that is what more and more Headteachers are coming to us and saying.  The RSC’s view was to consider the option and benefits, do your research and due diligence.  If it is not for your school at the present time, revisit at a later date.  Who knows what the world will look like in 5 years’ time.  All schools will have to respond to the direction of policy and the financial aspects.
Jack Keeler thanked Dominic Herrington for his presentation to governors.

· Patrick Leeson (Corporate Director for Education and Young People’s Services)

Kent Priorities and LA Support for Schools in the Future

Patrick Leeson went through the key priorities and service development points for the benefit of governors.  What else can we do for the more disadvantaged pupils as he explained that Kent was not good at closing the gap for those children at the current time.

· NEETS Strategy (young people aged 16-24 Not in Education, Employment or Training) The aim was to ensure all young people stay in education in Kent.
· Early Help Strategy and 3-year plan providing support for children and families was beginning to make more of a difference.  Schools making good use of it but are they making demands on it to provide family support.
· Education Commissioning Plan – Expansion of school places and building of new schools.  The priority is to provide places and expand schools over the next 3,4 and 5 years.  Some parts of Kent are significantly under resourced.  The numbers were eye watering of what we needed to do.  Good use needed to be made of the Free Schools programme.  Patrick Leeson thanked governors and headteachers who were planning to expand for the next couple of years as Kent has managed to provide places.
· 3-5 Year Plan – Some parts of Kent had a serious lack of school places

· School Improvement Strategy
· Government direction of travel in relation to academisation and the Education and Adoption Act.

The governance direction of travel has never known a period of such rapid change in the school system.  If academy is something one thinks about it should not be stand-alone but to be in a group of schools with effective governance.

At present there were 600 primary schools in Kent of which 200 were still maintained and the move to academy status had dropped away to just a few over the past year. Most now were moves to the Diocesan Multi Academy Trusts.  Patrick Leeson added that ‘troubled’ schools required a sponsored academy. 
· Need to consider culture and ethos 
Patrick Leeson explained that immediately one went into a school the ethos of the school would be evident and would be different from another school. Today the DfE had published a consultation in relation to School funding and the introduction of the Funding Formula.  It was thought that Kent would be a slight winner on the national funding formula but that would change the way that the LAs were funded and also their responsibilities.  There would be a massive change to the system and the response date was 17 April 2016.
· Kent Strategy for Vulnerable Learners
· £50M was spent on Pupil Premium (PP) funding and there had been 10 years of flat cash

· School budgets were under pressure

· There were situations where PP funding had filled gaps in some school budgets.

· Vulnerable Learners Strategy 2016

The Vulnerable Learners Strategy brought together:

· The actions we are taking in partnership with schools to improve outcomes for vulnerable and disadvantaged children and young people.

· Examples of good practice in schools

· Strategies that were having some impact in narrowing achievement gaps and promoting greater social mobility.

A school on its own would need things like Early Help and more support for families and parents. All strands of work have been pulled together to make a difference to the children.  

· The LA was trying to increase the amount of research that was being put into Emotional Wellbeing and Mental Health
· Attempting to put CAMS (Children and Adolescent Mental Health Service) workers into schools and Early Help teams

· The LA had also got a commissioning budget within Early Help and would ensure that some of the budget was spot on Emotional Wellbeing and Mental Health
· The LA would question whether or not the activities were effective

· 6 Mental Health Hubs were spread around the County and were there to be used by schools

· Headstart (http://www.kent.gov.uk/education-and-children/headstart) was funded by the Big Lottery Fund to support 10 – 14 year olds.  20 Local Authorities had been involved with the project of piloting resilience and, if successful, would bring £10M into Kent over the next five years to support schools.  
· Celia Buxton (Executive Head of Kent Health Needs Service and Strategic Lead for PRUs) was now Head of the PRUs in Kent

· More of the LA resources would be put into parent programmes and support

· The LA was conscious that schools provided a lot of parenting programmes but there was wide ranging evidence of the effectiveness of the programmes.

· The Stratton Programme was highly effective

· The LA was trying to provide advice of what parenting programmes did work and was trying to extend family learning in the Adult Learning Service

· The latest report from the Sutton Trust identified two things that mattered in terms of making a difference to Emotional Wellbeing and Mental Health

Actual attainment for PP children was increasing slowly but the gap was still there.
· Where was the money coming from that was being spent?

· Resources were being moved around to fund the projects.

· Services had been integrated and there were now local district delivery areas.

· Actual attainment for PP children was increasing slowly but the gap was still there

· Savings had been made but management levels had been rationalised

· Proposed Education Trust

What does the Future look like?

· Schools were working in partnerships and collaborations and were key for improving schools
· The greatest capacity in the system were the teachers in the schools

If a school was an academy would they need an LA?  Yes, you will.  The LA would be expected to manage SEN, PRUs, High Needs funding and transport issues etc. The LA needed to be different for the future possibly in a separate company or charitable trust.
· Background
The LA had had a number of meetings with Headteachers:

· Autumn Headteacher briefings

· Discussion at KAH meetings

· Meetings with Headteachers on 13 January and 26 February 2016
· An options appraisal and outline business case developed
· Services have to operate in genuine partnership with schools

· The LA would need to make best use of the resources that it had.

· Future Service Delivery

· Sustain and develop education services in Kent to avoid future fragmentation

· Continue with strong focus on improving educational outcomes

· Most impact when we act in partnership with schools and bring together our combined services

· Strategic Context

· The LA wanted to set up an Educational Trust in Kent and were proposing that the legal entity would be jointly owned by schools alongside the LA

· The LA was being approached by South London Boroughs to do more work with them as their services diminish.  We see some benefit in having trust company status.

· The idea was an early proposal and members thought the idea was good in principle.

· A business case would be ready for June with a decision being made by members in Autumn 2016.

· Headteachers thought it provided good opportunities for school to have a say with services and to change things

· Going forward it would provide some kind of certainty for the schools to rely upon in the future.

Would there be some consultation with parents and governors?  Yes, when things became clear and a full business case was available. There would be county wide consultation. We would hope to have a shadow trust company up and running by October 2016 and expect the company to be in operation from Summer 2017.
Service Scope Options
· SEN

· Admissions and Transport

· EYFS and Child Care

· Skills and employability
· Community learning and skills

· Education psychology service

· Edukent

· AEOs and school place planning

· Children missing education/elective home education

Would schools have to buy into the Trust?  The company would be a separate legal entity from the LA and a stand-alone charitable trust which would be commissioned by KCC to deliver its statutory work and KCC would contribute a certain amount of money to enable that to happen.  The Actual quantum was £300M which was a very sizeable resource.  The company would be able to generate income and innovate with the agreement of whoever was on the Trust Board and Stakeholder group.   KCC had a statutory responsibility for SEN needs which could not be given away but could be done differently and given to a provider like the charitable trust.  There would be no charge to the schools and they would be able to procure services by using them on a block basis.  The schools would also be able to commission procurement which might save costs.  There would be clear accountability for the money and was only at the planning stage at the present time.

As KCC was moving to a commissioning mode, presumably Best Value would have to be gone through. What would make KCC continue to use the Education Trust Service?  Patrick Leeson explained that there would be no competition as the company meant that it did not have to go out to public procurement and would be jointly owned by schools and KCC.
What would happen to the vulnerable learners and Children’s Centres in relation to speech and language and helping families?  78% of vulnerable children were registered with a Children’s Centre but only 48% engaged with the centres.  Trying to get the Early Help Service to assist with the engagement side of things.  We have also got a target to provide the Free Early Years programme for 2 year olds for 15 hours a week for which take-up was only 725 at the present time.  KCC had some real targets and challenges to make for children in the early years of life.
Would the LA still be required to have a Director of Children’s Services? Yes.
KCC would need to be a strong commissioner and hold the Trust to account.  Your questions are at the core of getting the best out of the resource for the children.
What was being done for children who were missing education and how would that be handled after the Trust system came into place?  There would need to be exceptional reasons why children were on reduced educational programmes.  Also part-time timetables or attending a PRU.  Some of the children had considerable problems and required other types of support but it was not acceptable that large numbers of children were on part-time timetables for a long period.  Reviews were currently taking place with the PRUs around the county to see what was being achieved.
Jack Keeler thanked Patrick Leeson for his presentation to governors and reiterated that the Kent Governors Association was the voice of governance and governors should make their feelings known to their District Members which would in turn be related to the LA.  The KGA had regular meetings with the LA and Patrick Leeson and in turn any questions would go to the National Governors Association and Ministers.
The meeting closed at 21.00 hrs.
Date of next meeting:  Monday 20 June 2018 at 19.00 hrs.
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