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Background
1. The Local Education Strategy (LES) project was developed from a local Public Service Agreement freedom.  It was a key element in the Department for Education and Skills’ (DfES) implementation of the Ministerial initiative for Plan Rationalisation.  Five LEAs were not required to submit an Education Development Plan (EDP), Behaviour Support Plan, literacy, numeracy, Key Stage 3 or ICT plans and were encouraged to interpret the Local Education Strategy in a local context.  These five LEAs produced a LES for each of the years 2002/03 and 2003/04.
2. The aims of the project were to create a more coherent and corporate approach to strategic planning, to reduce duplication, to save time to allow LEAs to concentrate on raising standards in schools and to produce plans that are fit for purpose and more accessible to a wider audience.  The project set out to develop strong working relationships and partnerships between local and national government.
3. The Local Education Strategy evolved into the Single Education Plan (SEP).  The SEP was intended to reflect the range of the LEAs’ responsibilities from early years through to adult education.  The intention was that, once SEPs were in place, a designated list of plans would not be required to be submitted to the DfES.  The Department provided guidance for SEPs and twelve LEAs participated in a pilot to implement SEPs from April 2004.  The expectation was that, apart from excellent LEAs which are given extra freedoms and flexibilities, all other LEAs would implement SEPs from April 2006.
4. Plans to amend legislation and introduce a SEP have moved on in the light of proposals in the Green Paper: Every Child Matters.  The intention now is, in the Children Bill, to make a Children and Young People’s Plan (CYPP) a statutory requirement.  This will build on the SEP but will be much broader in scope.  The aim is to support more integrated and effective services to secure the outcomes for children set out in Every Child Matters and reflected in the Children Bill.

Evidence base
5. In June 2002, Ofsted, the Audit Commission and DfES Schools’ Directorate Advisers visited the five LEAs piloting LES.  These LEAs were then revisited in the autumn term 2003.  Feedback was provided to the participating LEAs on the quality of the LES in the context of related major plans, and on detailed underlying planning in a number of themes.  The latter included a national priority, an important area which could be delivered through local priorities, and a theme which had not featured significantly in the EDP.
6. In November 2003, the DfES commissioned a report on strategic planning in LEAs to an agreed specification.  This report identified key indicators of good strategic planning based on LEA inspection reports over the previous two years.  No fieldwork was undertaken.  The evidence base comprised retrieval from 73 inspection reports where the LEA was graded good or very good for school improvement strategy or corporate strategy; 24 LEA inspections reports where other aspects such as asset management planning were graded good; nine reports from a thematic exercise to identify effective corporate governance; three area-wide inspections for 14-19 provision and visits to the five authorities piloting LES.
7. In March 2004, Ofsted scrutinised the SEPs from all twelve participating LEAs.  There were visits to six LEAs by Ofsted and the Audit Commission.  Feedback was provided to the participating LEAs on the quality of the SEP and the processes leading to the production of the SEP.  Consideration was also given to the impact of strategic planning in relation to the Green Paper: Every Child Matters.
8. The exercise accommodated the change from EDP to LES to SEP.  In summary, the evidence comprised:

· Effective planning: 104 inspection reports as detailed in para 6;

· LES: ten feedback letters resulting from two joint visits involving Ofsted, Audit Commission and DfES to each of the five LEAs;
· SEP: scrutiny of 12 SEPs plus feedback letters to six authorities.  None of the six LEAs had previously produced a LES.
9. The following interim reports have been produced:

· July 2002.  Discussion paper for the DfES seminar on 9 July 2002 for the LPSA Plan Rationalisation Project.

· July 2002.  Evaluation of the Local Education Strategy Project (DfES).

· November 2003.  Summary of key findings from Ofsted LEA inspection reports on effective strategic planning.  
· March 2004.  Summary of key findings from joint visits to five LEAs which piloted LES.
These are not published reports and have been used within the project for workshops involving participating LEAs in order to contribute to the development of the work.  They have also been used by the DfES to inform the guidance provided to LEAs in order to construct LES and SEPs and to inform advice supplied to the Secretary of State on future policy.
Summary of main findings
10. The LES project largely met its objectives and the five participating LEAs have been able to build on the experience to produce single plans of sound quality.  Joint visiting by the DfES, Ofsted and The Audit Commission was welcomed by the LEAs, led to improvements in planning in the five LEAs and to taking the project forward.
11. The single education plan pilot has led to some beneficial outcomes, but the six months period from the issue of DfES guidance to start implementation date has been insufficient for the remaining seven LEAs to fully involve partners.  Several plans were not fully completed on time and did not do justice to the quality of planning in the LEAs generally.
12. The LES Plan Rationalisation Project has not led to a reduction in plans in LEAs but it has improved the coherence of the planning process and the clarity of strategic plans for school improvement.
13. The single education plan has stimulated more collaboration between officers from different council services or departments but this is not yet well established.  Other partners such as the local LSC (Learning and Skills Council) are not involved at a sufficiently early stage.
14. There are examples of effective use of ICT but its potential is not yet being exploited fully.
15. There is insufficient sharing of good practice to support authorities and their partners to produce strategic plans.
16. The single plan has enhanced the quality of performance management systems and has increased the relevance of the strategic plan to a wider section of education employees.
17. The single plan is much broader in scope than the EDP and helpfully contains less operational detail.   LEAs are beginning to incorporate aspects such as school organisational planning, asset management and youth issues.  The link between priorities, actions and targets is still stronger for topics that would previously have been included in the EDP.

Recommendations.  
18. In order to improve the quality of strategic planning:
Education departments and their partners, including Health, Social Services and the local LSC should:

	collaborate locally to establish priorities from the strategic audit and agree actions to achieve targets.




Government departments, the LSC and other agencies should:

	strengthen efforts to facilitate further rationalisation of plans, particularly for the 14-19 phase.




The DfES should work with the authorities and other partners in order to:

	· agree criteria for an effective, overarching strategic plan;

· disseminate good practice and facilitate the sharing of innovative and imaginative approaches.



Authorities should:

	· develop the use of ICT to provide links between the strategic plan, service and corporate plans in order to better meet the needs of different users, from those who seek a global overview to those who require very detailed information;

· cost plans so that elected members are aware of the financial implications prior to endorsing.
· 
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Local Education Strategy
19. The aims of the LES project were broadly met.  There was insufficient evidence to judge whether the replacement of plans by a LES had resulted in a rise in standards in schools.  Nevertheless, the benefits to the planning process had been considerable and the project clearly demonstrated the potential of a single plan approach. 
20. The switch from the EDP and other plans in the LES to a single plan was universally welcomed in all five LEAs.  There was a strong commitment to it by senior officers and elected members; schools and other partners were also supportive.  A major benefit of the single plan was that it was potentially applicable to all those working in the education service.
21. The removal of the statutory requirements to submit a number of plans did not result in a reduction in the number of plans produced by an LEA.  However, in all five LEAs there were benefits from plan rationalisation.  The LEAs were able to plan taking account of the local context leading to greater clarity and coherence in planning.  There was a sense of greater participation and ownership of the plans.
22. The LES provided a comprehensive framework for other planning, particularly partnership plans but this had not become firmly established.  In all five LEAs, there were moves to cross-cutting, multi-disciplinary service delivery and this was apparent in a range of initiatives involving schools, private providers and other partners.  However, the plans for early years, for instance, were not fully integrated into the education strategy.  Often key outcomes for non-school aspects such as youth and adult education were incorporated into the targets but not fully into the strategic analysis or programme of activities.  Targets in education and the plans for social services or the local LSC were not always consistent.
23. There was an improvement in the quality of the audit data from the first to the second visit.  The link between audit, priorities and actions was better established for school improvement issues.  The presentation of the audit findings in the LES had matured, become more strategic and had a clearer sense of audience.  The sharing of data between partners, for example education, social services, health, further education colleges and the local LSC is not yet secure.  Common issues are data protection and incompatibility of IT systems between different departments within authorities.
24. The five authorities had done a considerable amount of work to improve their performance management arrangements through linking their planning systems to performance monitoring, quality assurance and financial planning.  Three of the LEAs specifically cited the LES as a mechanism which had made performance management arrangements more explicit and coherent.  A benefit of the move to a LES was the clarity it had provided at a service level to the targets which had to be achieved.  Another benefit was closer alignment between strategic and financial planning.
25. The LES had helped link school places planning and asset management planning more closely into the school improvement policies of one authority.  In general, there was more scope for using the freedoms and flexibilities associated with the single plan to tackle local issues that had appeared to be intractable in the past.
26. There had been very limited progress in plan rationalisation for 14-19 developments and a plethora of plans was a common feature in the LEAs visited.  The planning focussed insufficiently on outcomes of young people by age 19.  There was undue repetition and, in some instances, the approach was too fragmented and wasteful of resources.  This was partly because there was no overarching plan for 14-19 provision.  However, other barriers to progress were beyond the LEA’s control and usually stemmed from the involvement of a wide range of agencies and Government departments.
27. LEAs were beginning to exploit the use of ICT to communicate their intentions with schools and partners.  However, there was some way to go before its potential was fully realised.
28. Progress was made towards identifying the essential components of an effective, strategic plan.  There was agreement 
that a strategic plan should set a steer for the education service and that it should include sharp, ambitious and well-articulated strategic objectives and measurable targets.  It should address national priorities and local priorities.  There was varied practice and less consensus over the purpose and extent of audit material to be included in the strategic plan.  There was a desire to produce a succinct plan but this had not been fully reconciled with the aim to cover the whole range of educational work.

Single Education Plan
29. Thirteen LEAs originally set out to participate in the pilot of implementation of the SEP for 2004/05.  This included the five LEAs who were visited in the autumn term 2003.  The exercise set out to perform a desk-top study of the SEPs for these LEAs and a visit to each of the other eight LEAs.  Time constraints meant that there was only a limited scrutiny of the five SEPs.  Of the eight LEAs, Middlesbrough withdrew and so twelve LEAs actually participated in the pilot.  An initial scrutiny showed that the Cambridgeshire SEP was still at a very early stage of its development and so the planned visit was cancelled.  Visits to the other six LEAs took place in March 2004 just prior to their planned implementation.
30. The pilot phase has been partially successful.  The best single plans were generally produced by the LEAs who participated in the LES project.  They made good use of their experience to produce more mature and coherent plans that broadly addressed the range of education functions.  Although many of the other seven LEAs had a proven track record of effective planning, the SEPs did not reach the same high quality.  This is largely a consequence of the tight timescales for the production of the first draft.  Suffolk LEA was producing an innovative SEP but only just under half of the operational plans were nearing completion.  Work on team business plans had yet to be undertaken.  The LEAs were several months adrift of where they might have expected to be with planning for the EDP.  There was approximately six months between the issue of the draft guidance by the DfES and implementation and this was inadequate.
31. The LEAs were enthusiastic, committed to the underlying philosophy of the SEP and recognised weaknesses in their partially completed plans.  There are clear indications that, as with the LES authorities, the first year has essentially consolidated and extended EDP processes.  It has led to increased collaboration, with some benefits for multi-agency working but the potential has not yet been fully realised.  There has been no reduction in the number of plans, but LEAs welcome the opportunity to customise their plans to their own planning framework.
32. The processes of audit and consultation have not differed markedly from those used for producing an EDP.  An improvement was that more partners were sent a draft for comment, thus gaining a greater awareness, but not ownership of the single plan.  The process worked best when a very senior officer co-ordinated the compilation of the plan and had the authority to negotiate with contributors from different sections of the authority to ensure a more a coherent strategy.  The absence of such a strategy resulted, for instance, in an unrepresentative set of targets/outcomes that did not match well with the identified priorities.  In one LEA, the SEP contains manageable targets but submissions from services were accepted without question.  Consequently, some 30% of the targets in the plan 
related to Early Years but there were none for 
SEN.  Nevertheless, although it was unlikely that all education employees could relate to any single target, the LEA was much closer to this goal than with the EDP.  A major weakness in all the LEAs was that other partners were not involved sufficiently in the formulation of the plan and in the establishment and rationalising of priorities.  LEAs recognised this but all felt that there had been insufficient time to engage partners.
33. The pilot LEAs produced five-year plans but they rarely looked beyond 2006.  For instance, in the Camden plan there is a lack of a clearly articulated, overarching vision for education in 2009.  This is understandable in an uncertain period but, if accepted, it raises the issue of feasibility of setting a five-year plan. This was an issue for the pilot LEAs only, as in the longer term all LEAs will produce three-year plans.  In this early stage of implementation LEAs were still searching for a seamless fit into the existing hierarchy of corporate and service plans.
34. There was little information on the financial context of the SEP and the financial implications of the proposed strategies, for example workforce reform.  Without a clear alignment of future resource planning and the SEP the credibility of the plan is inevitably reduced.  It also limits the usefulness of the plan for elected members in terms of decision-making, prioritising resources, monitoring and evaluation.  The short period available to produce the SEP, following the issuing of guidance, made it difficult to align the planning processes with existing budgetary decision-making cycles within an authority.
35. Camden and Suffolk LEAs have used the new freedom in planning to develop cross-cutting themes and in several LEAs there is a significant shift to ‘developing communities’.  In Suffolk, several models were considered but the cross-cutting themes arose from the LEA’s Vision for the Future rather than an audit of past performance.  For one of the themes, planning had brought together officers for Early Years, SEN, literacy, numeracy, link advisers and adult education.  This is symbolic of a new way of working within the Directorate being facilitated by the SEP.  It also illustrated the value of authorities looking ahead as well as backwards (audit) in their planning.
Response to the Green Paper ’Every Child Matters’
36. LEAs were actively considering their response to the Green Paper.  They had a strong preference that a CYPP 
should be incorporated into a single plan and should not be an additional requirement.  St Helens had taken the considered decision not to pre-empt the Bill.  However, all the LEAs felt that producing a single plan was a positive step towards producing a CYPP and their involvement in the project was beneficial.  In authorities such as Suffolk, it had stimulated more joint working between a range of partners and provided a good basis for further work.  
37. There were 
some significant weaknesses too.  Education departments had little awareness of educational objectives within health and social services’ plans.  In most LEAs, there was very little or no joint planning or participation by partners in the planning process.  The main engagement was through commenting on draft proposals.  Once priorities and action plans had been assimilated, time usually dictated that the education department produced the final plan.  Starting from this base, the exercise throws serious doubt on whether local authorities would be able to produce coherent, costed CYPP to implement from April 2005.  A longer lead in time is needed to resolve cultural differences and ways of working and to involve partners in the requisite planning processes.
Emerging good practice
38. The interim report ‘Summary of Key findings from Ofsted LEA Inspection Reports’ identifies aspects of good planning practice with exemplars from LEAs.  The visits to LEAs also identified emerging good practice.  It had been the intention to follow up these in 2004/05 and produce a good practice report.  This is now being reviewed in the light of developments with the Children Bill and funding considerations.  The projects were new at the time of visits and good practice was often developing rather than established.
39. Some examples are:
In Derbyshire the education strategy links effectively to the overall council objectives in the Council Plan and Community Strategy.  All service plans identify the linkage to the Council Plan and the education strategy plan.  Relevant education targets are now incorporated within the Local Preventative Strategy.  Hence, the performance management plan is effectively built around the strategic plan and individual members of staff have targets allocated to them from within the service plans that are reviewed in management supervision.
In St Helens LEA, there is a good practice in the use of IT to facilitate performance management and to fully involve elected members in monitoring the LEA’s performance.
In Suffolk LEA, a significant strength is that the production of the SEP has led to improved collaboration.  For instance, one theme has brought together officers for early years, SEN, literacy, numeracy, link advisers and adult education.  This is symbolic of a new way of working within the directorate.
In Warwickshire LEA, the use of ICT for the LEA Strategic Plan 2002/2003 to 2006/2007, in particular, is well structured with efficient hyper-links, and is good.  It enables rapid navigation around what is inevitably a large and complex plan.  Linkages between the LEA Strategic Plan 2002/2003 to 2006/2007 and other plans have also been established by use of ICT.  The ICT format for the plan has been used effectively to enable continuous updating of the plan.  Revisions and evaluations are being entered electronically at appropriate times within the annual and medium term planning and review cycles.
In Stockton LEA, the response to the Ofsted 16-19 area inspection has been good.  The inspection highlighted strengths and weaknesses in the provision.  Historically there had been too little co-operation between organisations involved in 14-19 education although a willingness to co-operate had evolved by the time of the inspection.  The response to the inspection was a catalyst for prompting a collaborative response.  There has been agreement at the strategic level between the LEA and the local LSC on the overall approach, including the extension to a 14-19 strategy.  The task of co-ordinating a response was given to the Local Learning Partnership (LLP).  The LLP brought together representatives from the LEA, elected members, schools, further education, higher education, the Connexions service and employers in working groups to address the issues.  The constituent membership of each working group was determined by the focus of the key issue being addressed.  Consistency of approach across the different working groups was achieved through guidance and support provided by an external consultant.  The result has been a collaborative approach that is subscribed to by all partners and gives a clear purpose to joint working.  It is underpinning the production of a strategic plan for the area along with the pathfinder project.
40. 
41. Even in the five LEAs involved in the LES project, there was a disappointingly low sharing of good practice.  LEAs visited would welcome more exemplars of innovative and imaginative effective planning.
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