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Executive Summary

As Members of Parliament we were not consulted prior to the initiation of Gloucestershire County Council’s (GCC) education reviews.  On publication of the reviews we were surprised by the number of options floated and their contentious nature, which has drawn an overwhelmingly hostile response from our constituents.

As a consequence we felt it important to present our collective views of the process to date and our own preferred vision for education in Gloucestershire.

The post 16 review started from the unfortunate position of being cloaked by the more contentious secondary review.  We feel it was unfair that there was no representation on the Joint Review Group from the smaller sixth forms.  Undue weight has been given to the view that small sixth forms can be removed.  Rather than this, we believe collaborative working is the way forward, particularly where there are smaller sixth forms.

On the Secondary School Review, we believe that on the two key rationale set by GCC of (1) the attainment levels of pupils from Gloucester and (2) falling school rolls, the evidence that has been presented is at best ambiguous, at worst flawed.

Secondary school children resident in Gloucester perform significantly better than the national average, they are not the poorest performers in the County and travel a shorter distance to school than the national average.

Although we agree in the principle of having a review to improve education, the process has displayed to us a lack of trust in the management of the review’s process.  There has been a detrimental affect to the morale of teachers, parents and pupils in those institutions that could face closure as a consequence of the reviews.

We have been working with head teachers to find proposals that will raise attainment in the schools marked out as weak in the review.  We believe the following recommendations will do just that and carry a strong consensus with parents, pupils and staff.

(1) A federation of schools to be formed between Central Technology College and Crypt Grammar School.  Whilst The Crypt will continue as a grammar school, Central will apply for status as a vocational centre of excellence.  The new status could unlock new resources and give Central a pre-eminence through links with industry and work-based learning.  A close relationship between the two schools in a federation will provide new opportunity and choice for pupils and staff alike in both schools.

(2) Comprehensive secondary provision to remain on the Oxstalls Community School site.  Particular consideration to be given to the governing bodies recommendations on re-opening the school anew with a distinct ethos or specialism.  We do not favour an amalgamation with Churchdown because this would reduce the number of comprehensive school places in the overall portfolio of choice.

(3) No major changes to the other 10 secondary schools in the Gloucester area.  We agree with the review document that they are performing well.

(4) No closures of sixth forms in the county, no single sixth form centre replacing sixth forms in Gloucester.

(5) Collaborative working to be encouraged throughout the County at a sixth form level along the lines of successful models that are already working in Gloucestershire.

Introduction

Gloucestershire County Council (GCC) published two education review documents in 2003.  The large scale changes encompassed within both reviews have been a cause of great contention and confusion amongst our constituents.  We share many of their concerns.  

· The Review of Gloucester Secondary Schools document proposes up to 82 different options for change in Gloucester’s secondary schools.  Under one option or another the review proposes the closure and/or merger of most of the 13 schools in the area.

· GCC also published the Gloucestershire Sixth Form Review at the same time as the Gloucester Secondary Review.  

It is our view that it has not been helpful to the necessary process of reviewing education structures to run these reviews in parallel.

In this document we, as the Members of Parliament for the Gloucester, Stroud and Forest of Dean constituencies, present our joint response to GCC’s two review documents.
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1. A Vision for Gloucester’s Secondary Schools
On publication of the GCC Review document Gloucester’s head-teachers released the following statement.

"Gloucester City Head-teachers broadly welcome the focus on educational

standards and provision that has been generated by the review.  Such

scrutiny is timely.  However they also feel that the review has missed an opportunity to really sell the vision of what education provision in the city might look like over the next decade.  Such a vision, inspiring, innovative and ambitious would under-pin the options being put forward for consideration. As it is, some of those options appear to be driven more by financial imperatives than by educational thinking."

We agree with Gloucester’s head teachers and hence are presenting proposals to innovate in schools that have weaknesses and build on the strengths of those that are succeeding.  Through collaboration between strong and weak schools we believe education in Gloucester can be significantly improved.  By consulting with those in the strongest position to know the strengths and weaknesses of our schools – the head-teachers, we have produced proposals which will carry a strong consensus amongst parents, staff and pupils for better education provision and choice for all.

We have met with many of the head-teachers, interest groups and parents, to consider their views on the education review.  We have also had representatives in attendance at all of the public consultation meetings that have been held.  Our representatives have provided valuable and detailed feedback of the views expressed by parents.

We wish to thank the Gloucester head teachers, particularly those of Central Technology College, The Crypt and the Acting head teacher of Oxstalls Community School for the leadership and co-operation they have shown to help us prepare this document - a document which we believe will provide an innovative and strong vision for the three schools that have been most particularly targeted by the GCC Education Review.  We are also grateful to the Secretary of State for Education and Skills and his staff, for the support and guidance they have provided us. 

We believe the key principles to reviewing secondary education for Gloucester should be to:

· Promote quality and choice of provision for all parents and pupils in Gloucester

· Preserve all popular and successful schools, and ensure they collaborate to assist weaker schools where possible

· Formulate a clear and innovative strategy to raise attainment for underachieving schools

2. Rationale for the Secondary Review

The two strongest guiding principles of the GCC Secondary Review were (1) the need to tackle lower levels of attainment in the City of Gloucester compared to elsewhere and (2) the need to tackle falling school rolls in Gloucester.  Both are worthy goals that we would support.

However, detailed inspection of both of these principles with the help of figures we requested and were provided by officers of Gloucester City Council and Gloucestershire County Council has led us to the conclusion that the basis for both of these guiding principles is at best ambiguous, at worst flawed.

We have also examined the other two key aims of the review, to reduce the distance travelled to school and the reduction of the proportion of selective places in the City’s schools.  Each of these is examined in this section.

2.1 Attainment of Gloucester Residents

It is a popular perception that due to the poverty indices related to the City of Gloucester, that Gloucester City residents have the lowest level of educational attainment in the County and are below the national average.  This was one of the pre-texts for the review.

The percentage of pupils achieving 5 A-C grades at GCSE is recognised nationally as a key statistic for measuring attainment.  We requested that the figure be broken down by postcode so we could compare Gloucester with the other 5 districts in the county and against the national average.

Table 1 from GCC shows the District figures, which are calculated using PLASC data and performance data from NCER.  Postcodes are not available for all pupils, so 350 of the pupils have not been included in the GCSE analysis.  Nonetheless this provides an accurate guide.

GCSE 2002











District Name
Mean GCSE score
Capped PointScore
% 5+ A*-C


Cheltenham
4.8
39.9
61.5


Cotswold
5.1
41.6
69.7


Forest of Dean
4.5
36.8
56.8


Gloucester
4.5
36.9
57.7


Stroud
4.9
40.1
64.2


Tewkesbury
4.9
41.0
66.7


LEA
 
38.2
60.9


National
 
34.7
51.6








Table 1

Table 1 shows children resident in Gloucester do not have the lowest levels of attainment in the County.  This directly contradicts the statement on page 2 of the Education Review under the heading ‘Why do we need a review?’

It states: “Gloucester residents have the lowest percentage in the County of 5 or more GCSEs…”

Indeed with 57.7% achieving 5 A-C GCSEs, Gloucester residents are 6.1% above the national average. 

Hence according to the most recent statistics provided to us by GCC, children who reside in Gloucester are performing much better than has been portrayed.

2.2 Falling Rolls

The Education Review document says pupil numbers are due to fall after 2005.  We have been presented with a confused picture of the number of forms of entry that need to be removed due to falling rolls.  Most recently we have been informed that 3 forms of entry need to be removed.  However, recently permission has been given for a secondary school in Gloucester to add an additional form of entry, implying further growth.

Table 2, supplied by GCC, shows housing developments that have been taken in to account by GCC to aid their calculations of the secondary school population.

Housing proposals
 
Area
 
Capacity
 
Phasing
 
Houses by 2011
 
11 - 18 Pupils

 

 

 

 

 



Western Waterfront

Central

1500
*
2006 - 2011 (300p.a.)

1500

315

Bus Station

Central

25

Earliest Start 2005

25

6

Barnwood Road/A417 Bypass

Central

15

Earliest Start 2005

15

4

Gloscat - Brunswick Main

Central

85

Start at end Plan of period - dependent on W Waterfront - 2011

85

18

Gloscat - Brunswick Media

Central

30

As Above

30

7

Bristol Road - St Gobain

Central

250

Earliest Start 2005

250

53

St Michaels Square

Central

15

Earliest Start 2005

15

4

Southgate Street

Central

20

Earliest Start 2005

20

5

STR Hamden Way

Central

30

Earliest Start 2005

30

7

Bus Depot London Road

Central

35

Earliest Start 2005

35

8

Telecom House G Western Road

Central

25

Earliest start 2005

25

6

Kingsholm Rugby

Central

100

End of 2011

100

21

Central Sub Total

 

2130

 

2130

454













Coney Hill Hospital

East

45

Earliest Start 2005

45

10

Coney Hill Infants

East

20

Earliest Start Sept 2002

20

5

Coney Hill Junior

East

60

Earliest Start September 2005

60

13

GTE

East

1900

Start Mid 2005 - 2007

1900

399

East Sub Total

 

2025

 

2025

427













Oil Storage Depot Hempsted

South

30

Earliest Start 2005

30

7

Tuffley Lane

South

30

Earliest Start 2005

30

7

Grange Infants

South

40

Earliest start Sept 2005

40

9

RAF Quedgeley

South

1500
**
Earliest start 2005 1500 by mid 2012

1500

315

South Sub Total

 

1600

 

1600

338













Other Sites











Tewks BC sites (excl Shurdington)



213



213

45

Elmbridge



98



98

21

 



 



 

 

South Sub Total



311



311

66













Total



6066



6066

1285













* Total site capacity 2000 expected completions by 2011 - 1500







** Total site Capacity 2650 expected completions by 2012 - 1500





Table 2

Although predicting population is an inexact science, there are significant matters that need to be taken in to further consideration here.  For example, 1500 housing units have been calculated for at the RAF Quedgeley site, resulting in 315 secondary school pupils.  Gloucester City Council informs us that the true figure should be a bare minimum of 2650 housing units.  This means at least 550 – 600 secondary aged pupils.  The RAF Quedgeley development alone could reduce the 3 forms of entry that need to be lost to nearer 1 or at most 2.

Furthermore, the forecasts do not take in to account the affects of the Stroud local plan which would add a further 1500 homes at the Hunts Grove site by the year 2011, possibly rising by a further 500 by the year 2016.  The site borders Gloucester and would make a huge demand on the City’s secondary schools.  The planning inspector will be ruling on this later in the year.  A further 500 houses proposed on the Brockworth Airport site may also need to be considered for a more accurate figure of pupil numbers for the year 2011.

Growth and affordability of housing in Gloucester and a birth rate of 62.8 per 1000 women of child-bearing age (15% above the national average) make population forecasts very difficult to predict.  We can only conclude that, at best, GCC’s figures are likely to be a very conservative forecast of actual pupil numbers in 2011. 

2.3 Distance to School and Selection

The Education Review focuses heavily on the 22% of selective grammar school places amongst the 13 Secondary Schools that serve the Gloucester area.

The four grammar schools were all expanded from three forms of entry by GCC to four forms of entry which effectively increased the number of selective places by one quarter (equivalent of an additional 4 form of entry school) to its current level.  GCC could have proposed fulfilling its stated aim of reducing selective places and average journey distances to schools by either placing limits on forms of entry to the selective schools or upon the largest net ‘importers of children’ to the City if these were issues of greatest concern to GCC.  It did not.

The review document reports that 600 secondary age pupils leave the Gloucester area each day to attend more distant secondary schools whilst 1600 journey in to the City.  Although the distance travelled to school by a secondary school child in Gloucester is shorter than the national average, we accept that this is an issue that needs to be addressed.  However, this issue has been largely amplified by GCC’s decision at the time to increase selective places to 22%.  

Growth and reduction forecasts in population are unpredictable and open to many variables.  With minor adjustments to the number of forms of entry GCC had the flexibility to change the proportion of selective places, change the average distance of travel to schools whilst being able to keep all Gloucester schools open, and hence with minimal contention.  This would also have allowed GCC to put extra forms of entry back in to schools should their population forecasts prove inaccurate.  It would have presented a stronger financial case had GCC proposed to amend forms of entry at schools rather than to propose closures and openings of schools, which will inevitably prove to be very costly and will involve a lengthy judicial review if it means closing a grammar school.

We are surprised that amendment of forms of entry was not considered amongst the 82 options that were presented in the Education Review, considering their stated aims.  We would urge GCC to be mindful of where additional forms of entry are to be added should there be any further growth in the secondary sector in order to prevent any further increase in the proportion of selective places. 

3. The Consultation Process

From our correspondence with our constituents and through discussions with our representatives that attended the public meetings held by GCC the following issues have consistently been raised throughout the process and are a matter of particular concern to us:

· the lack of trust in the process

· failures to present accurate documentation, some of which had to be re-issued by GCC

· the view that the outcomes are pre-ordained against grammar schools in particular

· the likelihood of circumvention of parental ballots legislation to close grammar schools

· the lack of independence of the review

· Legal ramifications

· the possibility of judicial review if the proposals are unpopular 

· the affects on the morale of parents, teachers and pupils

· schools, particularly comprehensives have lost key staff due to the uncertainties the review has created

· next year’s intake figures are likely to suffer at schools earmarked for closure by the review

Involvement of an independent body to conduct the review and prior consultation with MPs would have provided much needed transparency and confidence in the process.

The potential circumvention of the governments’ balloting process for the removal of selection through this review gives us particular cause for concern.  No grammar schools have ever been closed in this manner before.

There is no consensus to close a grammar school.  We have received hundreds of letters and e-mails to that affect with less than a handful expressing the contrary view.  Any efforts to do so in this way could lead to a long drawn out judicial review, which would provide further uncertainty for Gloucester’s parents, teachers and staff.  Such an outcome would lead to years of legal wrangling and a costly process.  That time and money could be used to tackle attainment problems.

Prolonging the review with further consultation or another review will also add to uncertainty for parents, pupils and staff.  This would be even more detrimental to next years’ intake levels for those schools that have been labelled by the review as weak (Oxstalls and Central).

However, to abandon the process and propose ‘no change’ would also be detrimental, particularly to Oxstalls and Central.

Although a review of education in Gloucester was desirable, we have to agree with the vast majority of responses from our constituents that this review has serious flaws.

4. The Current Mix of Secondary Schools

Of the 13 schools that serve Gloucester, all but 2 are perceived to be performing well, or better.  GCC is the seventh best performing LEA in the country and Gloucester children perform over 6% higher than the national average on the 5+ A-C grade GCSEs.  The distance travelled to school by a secondary school child in Gloucester is shorter than the national average.

Ten of the 13 Gloucester Secondary schools were over-subscribed on first preferences last year; one of the other 3 had first preferences equal to 70% of available places.  Oxstalls Community School and Central Technology College had less than 50% and have been undersubscribed in recent years.  Both Schools have made recent advances under new head teachers though, unfortunately, the head teacher of Oxstalls left during the course of the education review.  Both schools have a high proportion of special needs pupils within their intake. 

Gloucester’s education provides a wide portfolio of provision.  There are 7 mixed sex comprehensives, 2 single sex comprehensives and four single sex grammar schools.  We agree with the view expressed in the review document that single sex schools are valued by many parents preferring a single-sex education, often for cultural reasons, and they help widen the portfolio of choice.

We emphatically agree with the review document that every secondary school should strive for a subject specialism, but we are disappointed that only 7 of Gloucester’s 13 schools have specialist status.  We would wish to see a clear strategy to make all schools specialist schools.  Nationally statistics demonstrate that specialist schools perform better than non-specialist schools.  It is difficult for schools to excel within the environment of several schools all offering similar choices.  We believe a clearly defined ethos or specialism would enable those schools identified as weak to offer new opportunities to its pupils, enhancing their popularity with parents. 

The education review states the need for pupils to have a choice of courses in the academic, vocational and work-based-learning areas.  We believe that there is a gap in the vocational and work-based-learning areas in the portfolio of choice in Gloucester schools.  The vocational route is becoming increasingly important for the Gloucestershire economy.  We believe that by engaging the DfES, the Specialist Schools Unit, the Innovations Unit, local businesses, further education institutions and ourselves as local MPs it would be possible to bridge the gap between secondary education and vocational skills in Gloucestershire through a specialist school.

5. Our Recommendations

5.1 The Crypt and Central Technology College

We have been working on proposals suggested by David Lamper, head teacher of The Crypt about a federation between The Crypt and Central Technology College.

We support proposals to create a vocational centre of excellence at Central school, working alongside The Crypt, which will continue as a grammar school.  Within the portfolio of educational provision in Gloucester, there is a need for a school which can provide better links with industry and enhanced opportunities for work-based-learning.  We believe that Central could fulfil that role.

By creating a federation between the two schools, the schools will be able to share staff on the two sites and provide choice for pupils who wish to apply themselves to either a more vocational or academic route.  By collaborating in this way it will be possible for pupils to switch at the age of 14 through to 16 from academic to vocational, and vice-versa.

Of the 4 grammar schools, the Crypt’s intake is particularly localised with over 80% residing in Gloucester.  Many of its pupils are likely to take up the opportunity of vocational skills if they have the opportunity.  Likewise, a federation provides greater choice for pupils at Central who are not suited to the vocational route, but rather the more academic one.

Under the vision presented to us both the Crypt Grammar School and Central would continue as separate entities with their own individual and different ethos, but under a structure that provides support for each other.  We believe this proposal will benefit both schools and offer new opportunities and experiences for staff across both sites. 

The local MPs are committed to working with the two schools to make these proposals succeed if adopted by GCC.  The key will be to lock industry in to the vocational centre of excellence at Central and gaining the support of government through the innovations unit of the DfES.  We believe this can be done.  Our early discussions with the DfES suggest to us that support from the Federation Unit, the possibility of special assistance as a 14-19 pathfinder and pump-priming money from the Innovations Unit may well be available to assist the scheme if it has the support of the LEA.   We believe that this exciting vision has a sufficient consensus of support amongst both schools’ communities to make it a success.

We believe these proposals will be good for pupils, parents and teachers at both schools.  The proposals have the potential to renew Central, making it a model for excellence at a county and national level, and enabling it to attract more first preferences from parents. 

5.2 Oxstalls Community School

Oxstalls is identified in the review as having an attainment level across the ability ranges as below the city average.  We agree with the review that Oxstalls faces significant challenges.  It was in special measures but is no longer.  Indeed the school is making progress and can point to a range of indicators which support this assumption.

There is no consensus to close either of the 2 neighbouring schools that Oxstalls has been clustered with in the review.  We agree with the review that Oxstalls is an excellent site for the city, with good buildings and excellent sporting facilities.

It is our view that mixed comprehensive provision must continue on the Oxstalls site.  Although we would not wish to rule out the option of an amalgamation of Churchdown and Oxstalls on the Oxstalls site, this is not our preferred option.  An amalgamation with Churchdown is an interesting solution but will ultimately reduce the proportion of comprehensive school places in the overall portfolio of choice, which we regard as undesirable.

We believe particular consideration should be given to re-opening the school anew with a distinct ethos or specialism.  This is a vision that is shared by the school’s governing body.  Under these proposals Churchdown would continue on its existing site.

In our discussions the DfES has shown interest in helping to support any new or existing mixed comprehensive on the Oxstalls site.

5.3 The other 10 Secondary Schools

Other than the proposals outlined earlier in this report, we do not propose major changes to Gloucester’s other secondary schools.  We agree with the report that they are performing well and levels of attainment are strong.

However, we would wish to see a strategy to ensure that all schools serving Gloucester achieve specialist status as quickly as possible.  This will only add to the quality and choice of provision for parents and pupils alike.

5.4 The Sixth Forms Review in Gloucester

We believe the recently established collaborative sixth form working arrangement in the south of Gloucester is a very positive development in terms of choice for pupils in Gloucester and the costs of providing the provision.

We are not proposing closure of sixth forms or the implementation of a single sixth college in the city centre.  Beaufort is a good example of a successful mixed comprehensive school - the most oversubscribed school in the county.  The school has been turned around by strong leadership in recent years.  Part of its success is linked to Beaufort providing a truly comprehensive 11-18 provision that services the local community.

Removal of the sixth form could affect the desirability of the school as the local choice for this community, and is similarly the case with other comprehensives.  Loss of its sixth form would damage the school’s continued development.

Furthermore, closure of sixth forms in the South of the City for a single sixth form centre in the docks would disproportionately result in large scale movement of students from the south to the north of the city due to Gloucester’s unusual geography.  The southern part of the city caters for a disproportionately larger number of residents due to the city centre actually being at the northern end of the city, not the geographical centre.

Beaufort, Central, Crypt and Ribston are partners in the south of Gloucester sixth form collaborative and cater for many students who would not stay on if they could not do so in the same school.  Collaborative working amongst sixth forms across the City is a policy we have been impressed by and advocate.

Collaborative working in sixth forms is taken up further in section 8.

6. Summary of Our Recommendations for Gloucester

· a federation of schools to be formed between Central Technology College and Crypt Grammar School

· Central to apply for status as a vocational centre of excellence

· Comprehensive secondary provision to remain on the Oxstalls Community School site

· Particular consideration to be given to working with the governing body to be re-open the school anew with a distinct ethos or specialism 

· No major structural change to the other 10 secondary schools

· Continue and foster collaborative working between Gloucester’s sixth forms

The Gloucestershire Sixth Form Review

7. Background to the Review

The review of post 16 provision has received much less prominence and apparently attention than the Gloucester Secondary Review.  Indeed outside the schools which are threatened by the loss of their sixth form there has been little interest in this part of GCC’s process of change.  

The starting point for the review of post 16 provision came as a result of the recent Ofsted Report on the LEA which was critical in a number of areas.  This mirrored internal analysis of the problems as identified jointly by GCC and LSC.  In particular it highlighted;

· lack of a clear strategy

· insufficient numbers in some sixth forms provision being ‘uneconomic, unplanned and ill fitted to need’

· variation between sixth forms across a range of indicators including levels of achievement, curriculum offer, and value for money

· current provision does not meet Cabinet policy of 16+ education

· the government has launched a reform agenda for secondary and further education, notably in ‘Opportunity and Excellence’ (14 -19) and ‘Success for All’ (FE)

· differential levels of participation from 66% in Tewkesbury to 82% in Gloucester

· there was insufficient collaboration between institutions, and gaps and duplication in what was on offer across the different forms of learning available

There is also another driver now cited by GCC.  Unless they can come up with a more rational policy, the Learning and Skills Council could usurp the role of GCC and demand more radical change. 

GCC claims that at the heart of the review is Learner Entitlement to give students;

· a broad and balanced academic and vocational curriculum in all areas of the county

· impartial and comprehensive information, advice and guidance which addresses the needs, interests and aspirations of individual students

· an individual learning plan and a sense of security about progression in subjects that meet their needs and interests

A key driver will be the aim to engender new partnership working arrangements between schools, colleges and work based learning providers.  These partnerships will be based on local areas.

There are currently 28 11 – 18 schools of all types; selective, non-selective, mixed, single sex, denominational and specialist within the county.  There are also 5 Further Education Colleges, two of which linked directly to 11 – 16 feeder schools, and 3 colleges providing special needs education.  Finally there are 31 work-based learning providers providing programmes across 23 different occupational areas.

This is an impressive number and range of institutions.  However there has been limited evidence of partnership working in the past something now encouraged because of new curricular and societal pressures.

GCC hopes to set up a number of these partnerships which will;

1 meet individual needs and relate these to the changing needs of the local labour market.

2 establish and maintain a coherent pattern of provision with minimum duplication and no significant gaps in learning opportunities across academic, vocational and work based learning and at different levels from foundation courses to A levels.

3 ensure that the area system gives security of progression for students to move through subjects at different levels.

4 oversee processes which would mean that students get high quality, impartial advice, guidance and support.

The Report quotes examples where collaboration is clearly working such as in the Forest of Dean.

8. Proposals in the Review

In Gloucester City the main option as an alternative to current provision is to close all school sixth forms and open a new sixth form college for the City.  As explained in section 6 we are against this proposal.

In addition three sixth forms are identified for possible closure in the wider County.  They are at Cheltenham Kingsmead, Sir William Romney’s and Vale of Berkeley College.  All other provision post 16 would remain the same even though the benchmark of institutions with less than 90 students included two other schools.

For each of the main proposals the main document for the consultation process goes into detail over the rationale for either leaving arrangements as they currently are, or for making the changes proposed above.  The proposals were put together by the Joint Review Group which had wide representation though interestingly there was no one from one of the smaller school sixth forms.

The Review Group faced up to the two main options of either doing nothing or looking for opportunities for change.  Whatever proposed would be subject to wide consultation.  There was recognition that in choosing the second option there would be unease even if there was a general feeling of the need for the review.

The dateline was to conduct consultation between October 2003 and January 2004 with an aim to any changes taking effect by closure notices being applied this September to be completed by July 2006.

In the report of the Review’s findings it is possible to identify the terms of reference;

· does the sixth form provision provide value for money?

· is there scope for raising levels of attainment?

· could participation be increased?

· does existing provision have sufficient curriculum coverage and breadth?

From this a framework is created from which students’ learning entitlements of (a) curriculum, (b) information, advice and guidance, and (c) individual learning plans are cross examined.

Thus it is possible to see the targets that the Review Group sets out to measure success by, including raising participation from 77% to 84% of 16 – 18 year olds, narrowing the gaps in attainment, delivering greater certainty over provision and a better balance between academic and vocational courses.

9. Response to the Review

The Review has undoubtedly been well presented and from the outset was far less controversial than the proposed re-organisation of Gloucester City schools.

In some sense this has counted against as it has been somewhat lost in the mêlée which has characterized the City’s debates.  Therefore there have to date been far less responses, some 350 compared to many more in Gloucester City.  Nevertheless this does still indicate the interest in the Review and hopefully all the views expressed will be carefully sifted before any decision is arrived at.

Given that the rationale for the Review was largely to look at the economic viability and educational attainment of the smaller sixth forms; it is very surprising, if not highly questionable, why there was no representative from a smaller 11 – 18 school with a smaller sixth form included.  Likewise, if the benchmark of potentially closing sixth forms with less than 90 was to be the cut-off point, why were 3 sixth forms to be earmarked for closure and 2 others were not.

It is possible to see that regarding the educational attainment of smaller sixth forms there was some evidence provided to demonstrate that the Review was using objective measures but it is difficult to know whether this was fairly interpreted without being able to study all that evidence.  Hopefully this can be made available before making any firm decisions on closure.

At the meetings that were held to discuss the proposals one could not help but be struck by the loyalty displayed by students, staff, parents and the local communities towards their schools and the importance they ascribed to their sixth forms.

A snapshot of points that were raised were;

· that the lower school would suffer if the sixth form was lost

· that as much of the curriculum drive is towards 14 – 19, 16 is an artificial cut off point now

· that many students would not stay on if they had not been able to stay on into the sixth form at the same school

· that the size of the school and the sixth form was an attraction not a deterrent to being there

· that they had decided not to go either into a larger sixth form or an FE college

· that given the rurality of two of the institutions concerned, Sir William Romney’s and Vale of Berkeley that traveling difficulties would be a key factor in deciding where to pursue continuing education

· that any closure would have a disproportionate effect on a smaller community which has come to rely upon its expertise

· that in the case of Sir William Romney’s many of the children had come from the previous catchment area of Highwood and that the community were promised that their children could continue their education in a 11 – 18 establishment close by

· that the sixth forms were not being fairly treated and were not being given time and space to prove their worth

· that there were alternative ways of working which could allow students to pursue appropriate courses at appropriate levels 

· that the sixth forms were capable of meeting special requirements including specific help to SEN

10. Our Recommendations for Gloucestershire 6th Form Review

That;

1 each of the sixth forms but specifically the two within the immediate catchment areas should be reprieved.

2 there should be an encouragement to collaborative working based on the very good models now operating in the County such as in the Forest and Dean, the south of Gloucester and Stroud.  It would be appropriate to identify early on which were the most likely partners and how such cooperation would operate.

3 use of ICT would encourage and enhance collaborative working.

4 GCC and LSC jointly manage progress and that resources are made available to help improve collaborative working.

5 there should be greater collaboration between schools and FE across the whole county but that other major structural change is ruled out at this time.

6 given the increased emphasis upon the 14 – 19 curriculum it was wrong to force an unnecessary divide at 16 unless students chose to make that break or there were more appropriate placements elsewhere.

7 learner entitlement should take clear account of the wishes of the individual student within the context of what is achievable.

8 links between sixth forms, FE and HE be strengthened in the county so as to maximize economic and academic effectiveness.

9 business, the public and voluntary sectors are brought into discussions to see what they think are most important for their future in terms of post 16 developments.
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