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Minutes of the meeting of the Education and Children’s Services Scrutiny Committee held on 15 December 2014 at 10.00 am in the Elisabeth Room, Endeavour House, Ipswich.
	Present:


	Councillors Stephen Burroughes (Chairman),  Helen Armitage, Nick Barber, Sonia Barker, James Finch, Jessica Fleming, Michael Gower, Christopher Hudson, Patricia O’Brien, Penny Otton and Bryony Rudkin 

	Statutory Co-opted Members present:
	Rachel Gooch and Paul McIntee 

	Also present:
	Councillors Lisa Chambers, Matthew Hicks and Gordon Jones


	Supporting officers present:
	Paul Banjo, Scrutiny Officer and Susan Cassedy, Democratic Services Officer


1. Public Participation Session
The Committee heard representation from one Public Speaker Dr R Cawley, Principal of the Trust Seckford Foundation Free Schools Trust.  Dr Cawley spoke on Agenda item 7 “School Transport and Catchment Areas” and expressed his view that the Transport Policy was  unfair to free schools and advised that his colleague, Graham Watson, Director, Seckford Foundation, had written a formal letter to the Director for Children, Schools and Young People’s Services setting out their  concerns.  
2. Apologies for Absence and Substitutions
Apologies for absence were received from Councillor Mary Evans (substituted by Councillor Christopher Hudson), Jane Sheat (Statutory Co-opted Member) and Councillor Sarah Stamp (substituted by Councillor Jessica Fleming).
3. Declarations of Interests and Dispensations
There were no declarations of interest or dispensations received.
4. Minutes of the Previous Meeting
The minutes of the meeting held on 11 September 2014 were confirmed as a correct record and signed by the Chairman.
5. Governance and the relationship between the Local Authority and Academies/Free Schools
At Agenda Item 5, the Committee considered a report on the local authority’s role in influencing and improving performance of governance in schools, including academies/free schools.
The following documents were tabled: 

Extract from the Ofsted Annual Report 2013/14 on the importance of good governance.
Evidence from Suffolk Primary Headteachers’ Association

The following witnesses were in attendance for this item:
Councillor Lisa Chambers, Cabinet Member for Education, Skills and Young People

Allan Cadzow, Assistant Director, Early Help and Specialist Service

Nikki Edwards, Assistant Director Education and Learning

Julia Dolan, General Manager, Schools Choice

Grant Skinner, Governor Training Manager, Governor Services, Schools Choice

Dr Tim Coulson, Regional Schools Commissioner:  East of England and North-East London

Pat Wilkinson, Chairman of School Governors Forum

Kit Wells, Chair of Governors of the Palgrave and Gislingham Federation

The Chairman invited the officers to introduce the report after which the other witnesses were invited to add comment.  Questions were then received from the Committee.
Recommendations:  The Committee recommended to Cabinet, the Cabinet Member for Children’s Services and the Director of Children and Young People's Services, to:
i) investigate as a priority:

a) concerns raised concerning the robustness and rigour of the checking and selection process whereby the local authority could appoint applicants to be school governors; and

b) the provision of training, including mandatory items, to the appointed governors; 
ii) assess how the Council could ensure accurate and consistent schools performance information was available for all schools and provide details on those cases where the local authority had appealed Ofsted’s published inspection reports as being inaccurate.
iii) Working in liaison with Academies, review and strengthen the Terms of Reference for school governors of maintained schools;
iv) with regard to school governance and improvement in Suffolk, provide further clarity of the democratic mechanisms from which there should be input, and/or to which there should be accountability;
v) consider mechanisms for reviewing and learning lessons from schools that have made mistakes, in particular those schools that had consequently closed;
vi) consider introducing a mechanism within the Council for the collation of data to report regularly on how effectively school governing bodies were performing in Suffolk;
vii) within the context of the need for good governance in schools, and the Ofsted East of England regional report 2013/14:
a) consider how the comments in the Ofsted report and the effectiveness and achievement of Suffolk schools might relate to the difference in funding for pupils across the region covered by it;
b) consider how SOR (both past and current) might relate to effectiveness and achievement of Suffolk schools and comments in the Ofsted report;
c) compare how Hertfordshire worked in comparison with Suffolk with particular regard to strategic support and coordination of improvement services.
viii) review and strengthen further the working relationship between the local authority and the Department for Education/Regional Schools Commissioner, that appeared to be working well;
ix) clarify how poorly performing schools would be targeted by the Council to address governance and performance improvement; and

x) produce, or signpost if already available, a briefing note for school governors to explain the change in role of the local authority when a school moves from being local authority maintained to being an academy.
Reason for Recommendations:  
i) The Committee had been advised that previous checking and selection processes had not been robust.  The selection process was now much more skilled based with new checks, including the requirement for two references, having been introduced.    
The Chair of Governors of the Palgrave and Gislingham Federation confirmed that there was a process whereby potential school governors could apply through the local authority. He advised that he had already flagged up to the Council his concerns regarding the assessment process not being rigorous enough.
In response to concerns raised regarding the training of school governors, the Chair of the School Governors Forum considered that there should be some mandatory training.  She advised that once appointed her federation’s governors received an in-house induction and any training that was required.  

The Committee acknowledged that governors trying to be a ‘friend’ to schools was a in fact a weakness and that governors needed to take responsibility for their schools, having  attainment at the top of their agenda together with a clear direction on what needed to be achieved.  
The Committee noted the differences in the Council’s role with respect to maintained schools and the Academies/Free Schools.

ii & iii) Officers advised the Committee that the Council was currently appealing four published Ofsted reports on the grounds of inaccuracy.  The Committee was advised that there was no opportunity to challenge the inspection process before publication, only after. The Committee wished to receive further information on the details and outcomes of the current appeals and recognised the importance of ensuring that the schools performance information made available was accurate and consistent.

A Committee member asked how the Council ensures that it has got the correct, consistent information about schools.  Members of the Committee asked about the make-up and terms of reference of the governing bodies, the local authority support for the reconstitution of governing bodies and the differences between maintained schools and academies.

iv)
A Councillor raised concern about the lack of understanding with regard to the appointment of local authority representation on governing bodies in particular Academies, and the relationship between the governing bodies and local Councillors.  It was noted that governing body membership was down to the individual academies to decide. Therefore, the Committee wished to receive clarification on how the local councillors were able to be kept informed and also be given the opportunity to have some input.  The Committee stressed the need for a clear line of accountability that both local councillors and local residents could understand.
v) & ix)
The Committee highlighted recent examples of where governing bodies of poorly performing schools had not recognised the need to obtain help from the local authority in time, resulting in the closure of the schools.  The Committee stressed the importance of learning lessons to avoid any such closures in future and to ensure mistakes were not repeated if and when a school re-emerged as an Academy and noted that following these examples there was still no apparent mechanism in place to target such schools.  The Committee requested officers to clarify how poorly performing schools would be targeted to address governance and performance improvement comparing the local authority’s role in maintained versus Academies/Free Schools.  
vi)
The Committee noted that no data was currently collected on how governing bodies were performing and requested officers look at establishing a mechanism for data collection.
vii)
In noting the tabled extract from Ofsted’s Annual Report 2013/14 on the importance of good governance, the Committee wanted clarification on how this related to the comments made in the Ofsted East of England regional report 2013/14 and the effectiveness and achievement of Suffolk schools.
viii)
The Committee acknowledged that the current relationship between the Regional Schools Commissioner and the local authority appeared to be successful with good lines of communication.  The Committee, in recognising the newness of the Regional Schools Commissioner role wanted to see this relationship continue to strengthen and develop further.

ix)
please refer to v) above.

x)
The Committee noted the apparent lack of understanding of governors at schools moving to academy status and how this move would impact on their roles. 
Alternative options:  None considered.
Declarations of interest:  None declared.
Dispensations:  None reported.
6. EOTAS Provision 
At Agenda Item 6, the Committee was provided with an overview of how in practice the ‘Education Other Than at Mainstream School’ (EOTAS) alternative provision arrangements were working, with emphasis on the outcomes achieved for young people.
The following witnesses were in attendance for this item:

Councillor Lisa Chambers, Cabinet Member for Education, Skills and Young People

Councillor Matthew Hicks, Assistant Cabinet Member for Children’s Services

Allan Cadzow, Assistant Director, Early Help and Specialist Service

Nikki Edwards, Assistant Director Education and Learning

Georgina Green, County Manager, Social Inclusion

Tony Sale, County Manager, Special Educational Needs

Cheryl Sharland, Head of Inclusive Services

Paul Senior, Consultant

Judith Sherington, Headteacher, The Attic, Pupil Referral Unit
The Chairman invited the officers to introduce the report after which the other witnesses were invited to add comment.  Questions were then received from the Committee.

Recommendations:  The Committee recommended to the Cabinet, Cabinet Member for Education and Skills, the Cabinet Member for Children’s Services and the Director of Children and Young People's Services, to:

i) with regard to the Council’s corporate parenting and safeguarding responsibilities, liaise with partner agencies in order to be satisfied that adequate mechanisms were in place to ensure safeguarding of young people who were in Elective Home Education (EHE), and inter-agency (and inter-department within the Council’s CYP Directorate) communication of information about the status of EHE pupils;
ii) investigate further the position regarding reintegration into mainstream schools of pupils who had had EOTAS provision, in particular in relation to allegations of schools turning away pupils with SEN or behaviour issues, because of concerns about the impact on the overall school performance results;
iii) to improve the process for children moving from one school to another by creating a basic checklist of  information about the child to pass on to the new provider; and
iv) provide members with regular access to information on outcomes of the new alternative provision Strategic Commissioning Board and Steering Group.
Reason for Recommendations:  
i)
Officers, while recognising the Council’s corporate parenting and safeguarding responsibilities, informed the Committee that the Council’s education services had no duty to monitor live birth data in order to identify when children reaching school age had not been enrolled in school.  Officers advised that many parents who chose to educate their children at home did not want the Council’s education officers in their homes, some refusing to engage completely as was their right.  Education officers were unable to cold call on families having previously tried this and therefore if safeguarding concerns were raised these would have to be lodged via the Council’s social care procedures.  Committee Members expressed a need to understand whose role it was to make such enquiries.
ii) Officers advised the Committee that they had heard some headteachers stating that they would rather not reintegrate children with SEN or behaviour issues at their schools as this may have a negative effect on the school’s overall performance results in which they wanted to achieve good or outstanding ratings.
iii) The Committee acknowledged concerns raised by officers that some children had the potential to ‘disappear of the radar’ when moving from one establishment to another.  The Committee recognised that the Council’s corporate parenting and safeguarding responsibilities and wanted to ensure that no child was able to slip through such a gap particularly after moves that were instigated by schools rather than by the local authority and also when moved out of county.
iv) The Committee had been provided with information about the roles of Strategic Commissioning Board and Steering Group.  The Committee wished to receive regular updates on their work in order to monitor progress.
Alternative options:  None considered.
Declarations of interest:  None declared.
Dispensations:  None reported.
7. School Transport and Catchment Areas
At Agenda Item 7, the Committee considered the update on the implementation of the school travel policies and any issues arising, including those identified at Cabinet in June 2014.
A case study highlighting concerns regarding bus travel arrangements for an underage out of catchment student was tabled.
The following witnesses were in attendance for this item:

Councillor Lisa Chambers, Cabinet Member for Education, Skills and Young People

Allan Cadzow, Assistant Director Early Help and Specialist Services (attending on behalf of Sue Cook, Director for Children, Schools and Young People’s Services)

Richard Selwyn, Assistant Director, Strategic Commissioning

Jan Scott, Senior Infrastructure Officer

Sally Harper, Passenger Transport Manager

The Chairman invited the officers to introduce the report after which the other witnesses were invited to add comment.  Questions were then received from the Committee.

Recommendations:  The Committee recommended to the Cabinet, the Cabinet Member for Education and Skills and the Director of Children and Young People's Services, to:

i) with reference to example feedback from councillors and public about transport to schools in Ixworth and Saxmundham, review and explain in more detail the principles and policy underpinning the definition of Transport Priority Areas and the provision of free school transport; 
ii) request that the Travel Programme Board publish an action plan showing timescales for key actions including review of school transport policy issues;
iii) with regard to the ‘Greenest County’ strategic vision, assess and scope the projected cost if sufficient bus transport provision was to be made for every school child (other than those who walk to school);
iv) collate information on the bursary funding, in particular for Post 16 education, that was provided towards school transport costs by organisations outside the Council;
v) with reference to the number of Post 16 students travelling to Norfolk and Colchester review/remodel the pattern of Post 16 travel in light of the new policy; and
vi) in conjunction with other Council departments and partner organisations, and in co-ordination with Transport Scrutiny work, undertake a strategic review of the transport needs in the County to enable secondary and sixth form travel.
Reason for Recommendations:  
i) The Committee acknowledged the evidence provided by members of the Committee and the public regarding transport to schools in Ixworth and Saxmundham.  The Committee understood the importance of ensuring equity and fairness of provision for maintained schools and for Academy/Free schools and recognised that there was a general lack of understanding of the principles currently being used within the school travel policies.
ii) In response to concerns raised with regard to the Council  reconsidering statutory only provision, the Committee was advised that various options were currently being considered and discussion had taken place with Hertfordshire County Council who had recently changed its school transport policy to statutory only provision.  This was being looked at by Suffolk County Council as an option and no timescales had been set.
iii) The Committee noted that the policy was likely to increase the use of private cars which went against the Council’s strategic vision of becoming the ‘Greenest County’ and asked if the cost for all children to travel by bus had been calculated.
iv), v), & vi) The Committee, in noting the information provided, required more clarity on the possible implications of the new policy on Post 16 transport from 2015. 

With regard to recommendation vi) a Committee Member asked if a strategic review had been carried out on transport needs to enable secondary and sixth form travel.

Alternative options:  None considered.
Declarations of interest:  None declared.
Dispensations:  None reported.
8. Information Bulletin
The Committee considered the Information Bulletin, which was for information only.
A typographical error was noted on page 96.  The reference to ‘781%’ should have read ‘81%’.
Decision:  The Education and Children’s Services Scrutiny Committee requested that:
i) information on the breakdown between girls and boys school attainment results, and on pupils receiving Free School Meals;
ii) officers send the following information to Committee members at the earliest opportunity:

a)  the breakdown of the £5.1m savings identified as being achievable from the various strands of the Making Every Intervention County Transformation Programme, and details of how these would be delivered which had been requested at the County Council Scrutiny Committee on 26 November; and

b) the missing update information on the outcomes from the Education and Children’s Services Scrutiny Committee.
Reason for Decision:  

i) The Cabinet Member for Education and Skills had advised the Committee that this data was available.
ii) The Committee noted that it had not yet received all of the information previously requested.
Alternative options:  None considered.
Declarations of interest:  None declared.
Dispensations:  None reported.
9. Education and Children’s Services Scrutiny Committee Forward Work Programme and Key Decision Forward Plan
The Committee considered the items appearing on the Key Decision Forward Plan which related to Education and Children’s Services and its own Forward Work Plan.

Reference was made to Hackney Borough Council’s success in raising attainment at all its primary schools and Suffolk’s opportunity to mirror this success.  A Councillor enquired about the Council’s intentions regarding the ‘Assessment Without Levels’ system that had been used by Hackney Schools to assess and track pupils.
Decision:  The Education and Children’s Services Scrutiny Committee resolved to approve its Forward Work Plan
Reason for Decision:  The Committee agreed that a workshop take place in early February 2015 to identify and prioritise items for future scrutiny.  
Alternative options:  None considered.
Declarations of interest:  None declared.
Dispensations:  None reported. 
10. Urgent Business

There was no urgent business.
The meeting closed at 1.50 pm.
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