Consultation on Accredited School Providers and Accredited Schools Groups, and on Academy Sponsor Selection
Report of the consultation responses
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Introduction

The consultation was held to gain stakeholders’ views on proposals to develop a system to accredit organisations wishing to sponsor Academies and lead majority trusts and federations, and to help shape the policy and implementation.

The consultation ran between 21 October 2009 and 22 January 2010 and a total of 149 responses were received. However, in assessing responses to the consultation we have viewed the: 38 identical responses from a partnership of cross-phase schools in one city; and the 31 responses from one local authority (for which the main concern was the exclusion of local authorities from accreditation), as a single response from each organisation.  These responses reflected near identical views from each organisation and have therefore been counted as one response. The analysis below therefore is based on 82 responses.  If we had not taken this approach, we would have had 44 responses in the ‘other’ and 42 in the ‘local authority’ categories.  For a list of the number of individual responses to each question, please email consultation.accreditation@dcsf.gsi.gov.uk. 

As some respondents may have offered a number of options for questions, total percentages listed under any one question may exceed 100%.  

Throughout the report, percentages are expressed as a measure of those answering each question, not as a measure of all respondents.  
The organisational breakdown of respondents was as follows:

Academy Sponsor


14

Local Authority


13

Maintained School


12


Representative Body/Union
10

Private Sector Business

  8

Further Education College

  7

Other*




  6

Trust Partner



  4

University



  4

Sixth Form College


  1

Government Department/NDPB
  1

Independent School


  1

Maintained Academy

  1

*Those which fell into the ‘other’ category included responses from diocesan and faith organisations and individuals.  

In addition to the online consultation, the following activities have taken place and supported the development of the proposals:

· 4 consultation events in November and December, open to all stakeholders, in Leeds, Birmingham, Bristol and London;

· meetings between DCSF and stakeholders at their request; and

· meetings between DCSF and key representative groups and unions.

This report provides:

1) an overview of responses;

2) a summary of responses to individual questions;

3) an explanation of the intended next steps for the policy; and

4)
a list of respondents (those who did not request that their response was 
confidential).

1)
Overview of responses
1. There was overall support from respondents for the proposed system of accreditation, which the majority of respondents felt was the right approach. Most comments which were not in favour were from two main groups: 

· those (often local authorities (LAs)) who did not agree with proposals that LAs are unable to seek accreditation; and
· church groups who were unable to see the role of the church in the process.

Since the consultation has closed, DCSF officials have met with the Association of Directors of Children’s Services (ADCS) to discuss the role of LAs in accreditation. We have clarified that this policy refers only to formal school improvement interventions by the LA where an organisation is being commissioned to sponsor an Academy or lead a majority trust or federation. Organisations will not be required to be an Accredited School Provider (ASP) or Accredited Schools Group (ASG) to provide school improvement services or engage in partnership and collaborative work with another school. DCSF will clarify this in the documentation produced as guidance to accompany the launch of the system. 
DCSF officials have also met with the Church of England and the Catholic Education Society to understand their concerns better. As a result of this, DCSF have agreed that CofE and RC dioceses and schools will need to seek accreditation in order to be considered for new Academy and majority trust and federation projects.  However, we are working to establish a protocol for cases where a LA, the responsible Diocese and DCSF have serious concerns about an existing CofE or RC school and decide that they want to establish an Academy or majority trust or federation in its place.  In this scenario, Dioceses (in consultation with the National Society or the Catholic Education Service, as appropriate) will be given the first opportunity to put together a sponsorship or partner package that protects the faith ethos of the school whilst also addressing the concerns about standards.  If the Diocese is unable to identify Academy sponsorship or trust and federation lead partner arrangements that meet the accreditation criteria then it would not be possible to proceed with an Academy or majority trust or federation solution for the school.  In this event, the LA and diocese would need to look at other options to improve the school, including forming a partnership with other potential providers who are accredited.

2. A narrow majority of respondents agreed that the proposed criteria would successfully measure track record, vision and capacity, though there were a number of areas where they were judged to be unclear, insufficient or lacking in detail.  For example the criteria for non-educational sponsors were viewed as being less rigorous than that for their educational counterparts.  In addition the importance of the criteria demanding robust evidence from all potential sponsors was stressed by a number of respondents.    
Respondents also found the requirements for information to be provided by potential sponsors and the assessment process to be under-developed – especially for FE colleges and HEIs, where there were a number of suggestions of additional types of information to be used in the assessment.  Several respondents also made recommendations (sometimes self nominating ones) for membership of the Accreditation Advisory Group.
Greater clarification was also requested on the criteria for assessing whether organisations would be able to run three or more schools.  Respondents expressed reservations about successful schools having the ability to transfer their success to failing schools without detriment to their own.  

We have taken this helpful feedback on board and have amended the proposed criteria documentation to give clarification and add further detail. In particular, the section for non-educational sponsors has been expanded in line with organisations from other sectors and based on feedback on what this should include. We have also clarified in this document the information that is required from an organisation, and the capacity an organisation will need to demonstrate to be accredited as an ASG to lead improvement in three or more schools.

We understand the concerns expressed about how successful schools can support other schools effectively without detriment to their own school, and we will want to be certain that a successful school has the capacity to be able to continue to develop as an organisation whilst undertaking this significant and long-term commitment. This is one of the reasons we feel an accreditation system is necessary and why it is important to ensure a robust assessment process.

We received widely diverging feedback on the proposed changes to the Academy sponsor selection process, and we will not be publishing the final agreed changes to this immediately. Instead, we will take further time to understand the views of stakeholders in this area in more detail and to consider how we can ensure that we put in place the most appropriate and effective system. We intend to publish the next steps on this by the end of March 2010.

3. The majority of respondents agreed with proposals relating to non-educational

lead organisations being required to be accredited with an educational co-sponsor or to have effectively demonstrated where this expertise will come from. Of those who disagreed with this proposal, some respondents made very powerful arguments against.  We have considered these arguments and agree that our original approach was too rigid. Many felt that the excellent innovative practice that exists in the Academies programme has sometimes been as a result of individual business sponsors and organisations without educational expertise contributing their drive, commitment and considerable capacity to great effect. We agree that it is important to ensure this contribution is still possible. We will therefore ask non-educational lead organisations to set out what their educational strategy is and how they will secure the necessary educational expertise, whether this be through, for example, a co-sponsor or partner, or strong link with a maintained school.

Many respondents felt that the process could be made more streamlined by reducing bureaucracy, though not at the expense of losing its robustness.  We are very keen to ensure that the process is as simple as possible and that there are limited hurdles to go through to become accredited, whilst ensuring that the assessment is as robust as possible. We have also tried to ensure that the documentation which needs to be completed is as easy-to-use as possible. We believe the process we are putting in place will successfully achieve this, but continue to welcome feedback on this. 
4.
The main barriers to LAs using warning notices for underperforming schools were thought to be lack of capacity, the view that they were ineffective and an unwillingness to be labelled as 'failing' or to further damage the school in question. It was felt that LAs should be left to judge for themselves whether warning notices were necessary and use early intervention measures as they considered appropriate. 

We welcome the level of response to the questions on warning notices. The overarching message seems to be that whilst LAs are not overtly opposed to intervention they do feel that the Department should recognise: the complexities of intervening in schools; provide clarity with regards to our expectations and the process involved; and generally facilitate the use of warning notices and interventions. We do recognise that warning notices may not be appropriate in all circumstances – for example, where LAs are able to prevent failure through other forms of successful early intervention. Similarly we agree that LAs, supported by their School Improvement Partners (SIPs), are, in the main, best placed to make judgements about the type of intervention required to secure school improvement. 

The message we want to get across is that warning notices should be considered early as part of the risk assessment of schools where standards may be declining. We fully agree that warning notices may serve as the end point of a clearly outlined process, whereby schools know that if they do not/cannot respond to the LA’s challenge and support, a formal approach will be necessary. However, we remain clear that where pupils’ needs are not being met LAs are expected to intervene and where this does not happen, the Department will not hesitate to take action.

We are clear that a more comprehensive communications approach is required to better explain our intentions for these powers and to allay LAs’ perceptions of the ‘cumbersome’ process and the negative connotations surrounding the issuing of warning notices. This will be addressed in the revised statutory guidance on Schools Causing Concern.  

5.
There was agreement for extending the accreditation system to the primary sector, respondents believing that this would support seamless transition to the secondary phase of education. However there were concerns about the capacity of primary schools to achieve this.  Leadership and management and improving basic skills, such as literacy and numeracy, were highlighted as key school improvement issues for the primary sector. 

We were pleased to receive positive responses to this question. We also had overwhelmingly positive support for this at consultation events. However, we recognise that there is work to do to understand how capacity to formally support other schools can be developed in the primary sector.  We also want to be able to better understand the most effective models of partnership working between primary schools and how these can be developed to have the best impact on standards. 

We want to do further work with primary schools and stakeholders as part of this process. We will be holding two consultation events on 10 and 11 February to discuss the proposals and criteria for primary ASGs.

The World Class Primary programme outlines the action that will be expected to address underperformance in primary schools. LAs have been asked to submit plans to DCSF by the end of March to show how they will support the improvement of all of their primary schools, but particularly how they will improve their most vulnerable primary schools. As part of that, they have been asked to identify outstanding primary schools with the capacity to lead improvement in other schools, with a view to seeking accreditation to do this as an ASP or ASG.

6.
A majority of respondents agreed with our proposals on de-accreditation.  However, a significant minority found the proposals lacking in detail, particularly around the timescales involved.

We recognise that we need to do further work on this area of the policy and will develop this alongside the Academy sponsor selection process.

7.
Respondents expressed interest in sponsoring Academies and partnering federations, amalgamations and trusts, mostly in one region or in a limited number of regions.  A majority said that they would be interested in seeking accreditation as an ASP or ASG. 
We welcome this wide range of respondents and their potential to contribute to successful school improvement. We would like to understand further the impact of developing models nationally and on a more regional basis and will work with the growing groups of schools to understand these.

8.
Additional staff resource and funding were thought to be the main incentives which would encourage respondents to seek accreditation.  

We have already made public our commitment to providing £20million of funding to support this process in the white paper Your child, your schools, our future: building a 21st century schools system.
2)
Summary of responses to individual questions
Q1
 Do you think that these proposals set out the right approach to running 
the accreditation system?

There were 76 responses to this question.
38 (50%) Yes

23 (30%) No

15 (20%) Not Sure

For the 23 respondents who disagreed with the proposals, a key factor was the exclusion of local authorities (LAs) as contenders for accreditation, which was mentioned by 8 (11%) respondents. They stated that limiting LAs to a commissioning role, rather than acting as providers failed to utilise their local knowledge, expertise and unique relationship with schools in their area.  Other respondents felt that the proposals neglected the role of the Church in that they did not appear to consider the position of Trustees of voluntary aided schools and diocesan authorities in being eligible for accreditation or their role in maintaining the religious character of faith schools.  
A number of other concerns were expressed, including: 

· the possibility that there would be insufficient numbers of Accredited Schools Partners/Groups (ASPs/ASGs) available to ensure choice and diversity;
· the costly and time-consuming nature of the application process which could  deter potential sponsors;
· the scope for mismatching schools with unsuitable sponsors e.g. where they might compromise the religious nature of a faith school;
· the suitability of further and higher education institutions to run schools;
· the capacity of head teachers to undertake external management functions in other schools without detriment to their own school; and 

· the lack of opportunity for innovative approaches which could help the most challenged schools.
Respondents also cited a number of areas within the proposals which were unclear, such as:

· the availability of financial support for potential sponsors;
· the composition of the Accreditation Advisory Group and how members would be chosen; 
· the timeline for applications; 

· how successful sponsors would be matched to schools once accredited;
· definitions of educational partner/institution/organisation;
· the appeal process for unsuccessful applications; and
· the rationale for the two separate categories of ASPs and ASGs and the need for different accreditation processes.
Q2
Are there alternative models for accrediting providers which you think 
would deliver the policy more effectively? Please give details.

There were 73 responses to this question.
37 (51%) Yes

20 (27%) No

16 (22%) Not Sure

A narrow majority of respondents believed that there were alternative models for accrediting providers which would deliver the policy more effectively.
 
11 (15%) suggested that local authorities with a successful track record should be eligible for accreditation given that they were well-placed to use local intelligence, had well-developed school improvement expertise and were accountable to DCSF. Similarly it was felt that Diocesan Boards of Education must be recognised as statutory partners.

Suggestions for alternative models and improvements to the proposed model included:

· fast-tracking the process by accrediting existing sponsors unless they were failing;
· making the first year of accreditation probationary and providing mentors from existing sponsors and support from national agencies;
· rationalising existing accreditation schemes and/or utilising existing models and assessment tools such as National Leaders of Education;
· acknowledging groups of schools/consortia for accreditation given that they had greater capacity and could achieve benefits of scale;
· using a national body which was independent of the political process such as the National College or the National Commission of Education;
· removing the complexity of having providers, who were already publicly accountable to the LA and DCSF, bid for accreditation by assessing them on existing evidence of success such as inspection grades;
· consulting with parents and the wider community where management of a schools was to be independent of the LA; 

· using self-assessment against the criteria;
· enabling sponsors to make themselves known to DCSF through an open process;
· piloting the process to identify issues and measure impact;
· using DCSF to inspect sponsors to judge their capability; and
· providing financial incentives to allow schools to engage in the process without detriment to their own success.
 
Q3
Do you agree that the criteria proposed in Annex A for non-educational 
lead sponsors and for educational lead sponsors will successfully measure 
track record, vision and capacity?  If your answer is no, please give details on 
the reasons why, including any suggestions of how you think the criteria 
should be amended.

There were 81 responses to this question.

34 (42%) Yes

31 (38%) No

16 (20%) Not Sure

Responses were split on whether the criteria proposed in Annex A for educational and non-educational lead sponsors would successfully measure track record, vision and capacity.  

27 (33%) respondents found the criteria to be unclear or insufficient.  A number of areas were suggested as having been neglected or which lacked in detail, such as:

Vision/Capacity


· criteria should include organisational values/ethos and an understanding of working in public service

· operational matters such as policy on extended services and corporate governance should be included

· criteria should include financial status/management and probity to ensure long term viability and scope for investment in schools
· criteria on sustainability i.e. avoiding reliance on individuals should be included 

· evidence of inclusivity, equality and diversity should be required  

Track Record


· criteria for further and higher education institutions was considered weak and unspecific and needed to be more measurable 

· it was unclear whether weighting would be applied to priority criteria

· evidence as an effective employer should be required

· it was not explained how track record in one area could guarantee success in different contexts 

· key levers for school improvement such as coaching, communication, challenge and support were missing

· evidence of a range of accreditations should be required e.g. Beacon status, and Investors in People

· evidence of engagement with community groups and impact on community cohesion was not mentioned

· wider Every Child Matters outcome measures, apart from achievement, such as safeguarding policy had been overlooked

Other 

· detail on the process was requested, for example how the criteria would be applied and whether there was provision for follow-up visits and monitoring 

· it was unclear on the level of detail needed within an application and on the nature and scope of evidence to be provided. 

15 (19%) respondents raised concerns about the assessment of non-educational sponsors, noting that the criteria for their track record lacked the rigour applied to their educational counterparts. This was considered to be unacceptable, as evidence of previous success in school improvement was deemed to be a fundamental requirement, particularly where educational expertise might be limited. A suggestion was made that non-educational organisations must be assessed firstly in their own right before being accredited with their educational partner. It was also proposed that non-educational organisations must demonstrate an understanding of state education and how their business model translated to such provision.  Reservations were expressed about the ethics of non-educational sponsors and the need for caution where they were linked to, for example, alcohol/tobacco companies or affiliated to extreme religious or political organisations.

10 (12%) respondents questioned the criteria relating to the use of Ofsted ratings, making a number of observations, including:

· assessment of leadership and management should not be the main criterion as this relied too much on individuals, whose influence could be transient;
· 'capacity for sustained improvement' criterion would place more emphasis on the organisation as a whole;
· Ofsted inspections could be five years apart resulting in decisions being taken on  outdated information;
· suitable equivalent criteria should be used for potential providers which were not inspected by Ofsted, such as further and higher education institutions, independent schools and non-educational organisations;
· the criteria placed too much focus on Ofsted ratings where a variety of other evidence should be taken into account; and
· links with GCSE achievement made it more difficult for the most challenged schools to gain the highest ratings, whilst the requirement to improve year on year discriminated against those starting from a high baseline.

4 (5%) respondents believed that the criteria precluded LAs from being considered despite having experience, expertise, local knowledge and well-developed infrastuctures.


Q4
Do you agree that an organisation should only be accredited to partner or 
sponsor schools if: 

· the lead sponsor/partner is an educational institution; or 

· in the case of an Academy lead sponsor who is not an educational institution, a co-sponsor or partner is an educational institution?

There were 72 responses to this question.

47 (65%) Yes

20 (28%) No

5 (7%) Not Sure

The majority of respondents agreed with the proposal that an organisation should only be accredited to partner or sponsor schools if the lead sponsor/partner was an educational institution; or, in the case of an Academy lead sponsor who was not an educational institution, a co-sponsor or partner was an educational institution. 

Those who opposed this largely cited the use of the term 'educational institution' which precluded those organisations with significant experience in the field of education, but which were not schools, colleges or universities.  7 (10%) respondents felt that local authorities with extensive track records of working in partnership with schools had been marginalised by this proposal.  Similar protestations were made from representatives of the churches who considered their position, despite having a long history of supporting education, excluded them from sponsorship.  
Respondents also noted the impact that non-educational organisations, which were not partnered by educational institutions, had already made in running successful academies, which would not have been permissible under the proposed arrangements.  It was suggested that imposing the requirement for such partnerships would stifle the fresh and innovative approach non-educationalists could bring to the sector. The influence of more orthodox, inward-looking educational partners, it was suggested, would prevent the radical interventions which might be needed to turn around a failing school. Respondents considered that non-educational organisations with impressive track records in school improvement had no need for co-sponsors/partners, maintaining that they were able to draw on educational expertise without the proposed constraints. 

13 (18%) respondents believed that educational expertise was vital and that the requirement for the involvement of educational institutions was an essential element in accreditation.  These respondents thought that non-educational organisations did not have the capacity to provide support for high quality teaching, learning and assessment without the support, infrastructure and knowledge of an educational partner.  There was also concern that non-educational organisations, in isolation, could have a detrimental effect on such factors as the ethos of a school, its curriculum offer and representation on governing bodies.  Some respondents also called into question the motives of non-educationalists running schools for commercial gain.   

Q5
Do you agree that the proposed criteria detailed in Annex A will 
successfully assess whether the organisation (or group of organisations) is 
able to run three or more schools as a group of schools?   If your answer is 
no, please give details on the reasons why, including any suggestions of how 
you think the criteria should be amended.

There were 73 responses to this question.
 31 (43%) Yes

25 (34%) No

17 (23%) Not Sure
Views were mixed on the question of whether the proposed criteria would successfully assess whether an organisation (or group of organisations) was able to run three or more schools as a group of schools.
10 (14%) respondents found the criteria unclear in a number of areas and requested more detail or clarification on:
· why it was necessary to have different criteria for ASPs and ASGs;
· how it was possible to reconcile both a robust and light touch approach;
· whether there was an upper limit on how many schools an ASG could run ;
· the role of the local authority;
· the complexity of running a group of schools;
· quality assurance;
· success criteria;
· governance and oversight; 

· student advancement to further/higher education;
· conflict resolution; 

· how judgements would be made; and
· succession planning i.e. avoiding over-reliance on individuals.

10 (14%) respondents questioned whether an organisation (or group) would be able to demonstrate the transferrable skills needed to run three or more schools and how this would be assessed.  They questioned whether a track record of success in one sphere of business was a reliable indicator of an organisation’s ability to run a group of schools, particularly where those schools were failing and found themselves in challenging circumstances. Respondents also acknowledged that, even the most successful schools, might not necessarily be experts at leading and communicating school improvement.  It was stressed that the ‘one size fits all’ mantra should not be applied and that it might be inappropriate for organisations to run schools which had different cultures and contexts.  The suggestion was made that case studies or examples where this had been achieved would be helpful.       

Some respondents suggested that there was a risk that, by helping to support other schools, a school which had been outstanding in its own right could see a decline in its own success.  It was noted that running additional schools could have a detrimental effect on the standards of the sponsor school where its resources were spread too thinly.  The potential capacity of an organisation, it was suggested, should be assessed, rather than actual capacity, to ensure that it was capable of committing the resources required.   

Suggestions for amending the criteria/assessment included:

· adding broader criteria e.g. collaboration, community cohesion, multi-agency working, educational philosophy and operating methodology and ‘softer’ criteria such as flair, imagination and creativity;
· making the process more rigorous through interviews, visits, financial analysis and due diligence;
· using schools which had improved from ‘failing’ status, though not yet ‘outstanding’, to benefit from their experience;
· seeking demonstration of a business model covering vision, curriculum, training and development, technology, HR and finance; 
· seeking evidence of continuous review and improvement; and
· assessing school award status.

Q6
Do you think the criteria for each sector are sufficiently robust and will 
accurately measure the high level of expertise and skills needed?

There were 74 responses to this question.
29 (39%) Yes

32 (43%) No

13 (18%) Not Sure
Views were mixed on this question.
20 (27%) respondents thought that more detail was needed before they could assess whether the criteria for each sector were sufficiently robust and would accurately measure the high level of expertise and skills needed.  It was believed that the criteria could be strengthened by:

· seeking more evidence of a substantial track record of sustained improvement in a variety of school contexts;
· indicating how judgements would be made and what information was required in order to be accredited;
· adding standards for each criterion to make them more measurable;
· applying appropriate rating/weighting;
· seeking evidence on the culture of the school, ethos, leadership style, governance and partnership with parents;
· requiring a skills audit of the management team;
· adding financial indicators;
· providing more detail on what the criteria would look like in practice;
· detailing how track record would be measured;
· adding more on partnership working e.g. Gaining Ground;
· reviewing the criteria to ensure that a range of schools were applying; and
· using contextual value added (CVA) measures rather than GCSE results.

7 (9%) respondents thought that the criteria did not apply equal rigour across the range of organisations.  The proposed criteria for schools was judged to be more demanding than for the other sectors, which respondents thought allowed the latter to be accredited without having proved their capability in school operation.  The criteria for higher education institutions were highlighted as being particularly weak and it was suggested that they could be strengthened by including evidence of student retention, destinations after graduation, scores in the National Student Survey and Destination of Leavers from Higher Education, partnership working and franchising arrangements with further education (FE) Colleges.

Q7
What do you feel are the barriers to Local Authorities issuing Warning 
Notices earlier, e.g. before schools are placed in Ofsted categories?

There were 62 responses to this question.

31 (50%) respondents were of the view that lack of capacity within LAs was a barrier to issuing warning notices, citing the following reasons:

· lack of well-developed intelligence systems and the resource and expertise to interpret data resulted in an inability to gather evidence on performance trends and identify failing schools;
· quality of leadership could be lacking; it was suggested that the Director of Children’s Services role was too wide and geared more towards social services than school improvement;
· limited resources prevented LAs from being able to intervene and provide the support required as a result of issuing a warning notice, such as providing a supporting school, more governors, an interim executive board and taking over management of the school’s budget; and
· reliance on School Improvement Partners and other advisers resulted in LAs being unable to take a holistic view of school provision in their area. 

25 (40%) respondents considered warning notices to be a drastic and ineffective mechanism for school improvement, which could be more harmful than helpful to a failing school.  It was noted that issuing a warning notice could lead to a downward spiral for the school in question with detrimental consequences such as:

· negative publicity from the media;
· low morale amongst staff which affected recruitment and retention;
· a reduction in parental confidence which could affect admissions;
· the likelihood of attracting more excluded pupils;
· lower Ofsted ratings; and
· damaged relationship with the LA.

Respondents referred to research undertaken by the National Foundation for Educational Research which failed to find evidence that issuing warning notices helped school improvement. 

23 (37%) respondents believed that LAs were unwilling to issue warning notices as they were viewed as a stigma which labelled both the school and the LA.  It was felt that LAs were loath to ‘name and shame’ their own schools as it signified a public admission of failure, adversely affected their performance indicators/grades and in turn damaged their reputation with DCSF.  The risk-averse nature of LAs was also highlighted as a problem which prevented them from tackling ineffective head teachers and governing bodies for fear of damaging their partnership relationship with schools.  The cumbersome nature of the warning notice process was also mentioned as an obstacle.  The fact that the governing body of a school in receipt of a notice could appeal to Ofsted, it was felt, made it a drawn-out process which would benefit from being more stringently time-limited. 

17 (27%) respondents said that their preference was for early intervention by the LA rather than the use of warning notices.  Methods such as self-evaluation by the school, using School Improvement Partners and performing mid-Ofsted reviews were highlighted as being useful in identifying and resolving weaknesses in the school, in order to prevent the need for a warning notice.   

Several respondents stated that there were no barriers to LAs issuing warning notices.  The reason for the low number of notices issued was thought to be that they were only used in exceptional circumstances and indicated that early intervention and preventative measures had been effective. 



Q8
Do you have any suggestions on how DCSF can support Local 
Authorities to use their intervention powers earlier and more frequently?

There were 69 responses to this question.
44 (64%) Yes

17 (25%) No

8 (11%) Not Sure
8 (12%) respondents said that the best way DCSF could support LAs to use their intervention powers earlier and more frequently was to allow them to use their own judgement in deciding whether the issuing of a warning notice was appropriate. It was stated that LAs were best-placed to make informed local decisions as they knew the schools in their area and which interventions would be most effective.  

Respondents stressed that LAs were already accountable to both the DCSF and their council members, which made coercion to use more warning notices unnecessary. 

There was a suggestion that additional funding would be useful in allowing LAs to support schools which were failing, by enabling them to increase teaching and ancillary staff and attract secondee leaders from successful schools. 

A number of other suggestions were made, such as:

· DCSF should hold regular meetings with LAs to review action in supporting poorly performing schools in a similar way to serious case reviews;
· DCSF should make the process easier and quicker to encourage better use of warning notices;
· DCSF should provide guidance and training on the process, communicating it to all those involved, including head teachers and governing bodies;
· Better use should be made of data available, such as Raise Online, contextual value added English and maths (CVAEM) figures and the School Report Card to help identify, and track the progress of failing schools;
· DCSF should ensure consistency of Ofsted judgements and encourage more effective partnerships with Ofsted to drive school improvement;
· the Secretary of State should have powers to direct LAs to use warning notices rather than just consider them; and
· DCSF should commission National Leaders of Education (NLE) and National Support Schools (NSS) to support schools at risk.

Q9
Do you think that the types of information potential sponsors are asked to 
provide and the way this will be assessed will allow DCSF and LAs to choose 
the best sponsor for an Academy project?
There were 71 responses to this question.
32 (45%) Yes

13 (18%) No

26 (37%) Not Sure
A narrow majority of respondents agreed that the types of information potential sponsors were asked to provide and the way this would be assessed would allow DCSF and LAs to choose the best sponsor for an Academy project, although a large number of respondents also disagreed or were unsure.

12 (17%) respondents found the process to be vague and lacking in detail, requesting clarification in a number of areas, including:
· the process for short application and further due diligence for co-sponsors/partners;
· the information (and additional information) ASGs and ASPs would be required to provide;
· the criteria for assessing providers’ presentations;
· the definition of a ‘significant’ number of expressions of interest before shortlisting; 

· how DCSF and the LA would choose between declarations of interest of equal quality;
· how objective assessment would be assured;
· whether LAs could apply to be sponsors; and
· the mechanism for withdrawing from an arrangement.

Other concerns/issues were raised, such as:

· respondents raised concerns about the possibility that there would be insufficient numbers of sponsors across the country to meet school needs;

· the need to consult with, and seek the agreement of, trustees and diocesan authorities before selecting providers for voluntary aided faith schools;
· the need for transparency and to not be influenced by national and/or local politics in decision-making: DCSF to not make direct approaches to potential sponsors and LAs to not be prejudiced for or against local providers;
· the motives of non-educational sponsors and the need to be assured of their social, moral and ethical outlook;
· the need to involve and consult with local parent groups and the wider community;
· the likelihood that the process could deter potential sponsors by being too complex and costly; and
· the need to provide guidance for non-educational sponsors.

There were a number of types of information which respondents thought potential sponsors should be asked to provide and which should be assessed, including:

· capacity

· results

· staff turnover

· leadership

· project management

· governance

· financial health/probity 

· values

· community engagement

· social responsibility

· equality/diversity

· security.



Q10
Do you have any suggestions on how to make the process more 
streamlined whilst ensuring that DCSF and LAs will be able to select the 
best sponsor in a clear and transparent way? If yes, please comment.

There were 67 responses to this question.
29 (43%) Yes

30 (45%) No

8 (12%) Not Sure
Responses to this question were split on whether there were ways to streamline the process whilst ensuring that DCSF and LAs were able to select the best sponsor in a clear and transparent way.  However, several respondents did not feel that streamlining was the highest priority, believing it was more important that the process was robust and fit for purpose.  

6 (9%) respondents were of the opinion that the process could be made more streamlined by reducing bureaucracy.  The main suggestion was for application form(s) to be kept simple and short, requesting only specific and relevant information, in order to avoid the generation of unwieldy amounts of supporting material from potential sponsors.   It was also proposed that more face to face assessment (such as interviews, visits, and presentations) could replace paper-based processes.
Respondents were keen that the process should be as transparent as possible and suggested that this could be achieved by:

· using an independent advisory panel with appropriate expertise and experience;
· publishing the criteria for assessing presentations, attaching appropriate weighting and applying it consistently;
· making all applications available after removing sensitive material;
· ensuring that each party was fully aware of the expectations placed on them, their sphere of influence, the constraints of governance and success measures; and
· using the School Adjudicator in challenging LA decisions.
Q11
Do you agree with the proposal in this section for expanding Accredited 
School Providers and Accredited Schools Groups to primary schools?

There were 72 responses to this question.
46 (64%) Yes

17 (24%) No

9 (12%) Not Sure
Most respondents agreed with the proposal for expanding ASPs and ASGs to primary schools, given that this would address poor performance in the earliest stages of education and equip children with the necessary skills for transition to secondary school and for lifelong learning. 

13 (18%) respondents envisaged problems associated with the capacity of primary schools.  It was accepted that they operated on a smaller scale than secondary schools, with limited management capacity, which would restrict the extent to which they could support other schools. Their ability to run three or more schools was suggested as being particularly difficult.  Respondents noted that an outstanding primary school’s success could be dependent on focusing on their own institution and that demands on the school leader and removing key teachers for outreach work could have a detrimental impact on maintaining that success.  There was also concern that there would be a sufficient and sustainable supply of ASPs/ASGs within the primary sector.  Several respondents proposed that existing local arrangements, such as school to school support, clusters, partnerships and trusts offered a more relevant solution for the primary sector.  

8 (11%) respondents believed that the proposal supported an ‘all through model’ which facilitated a more holistic approach to school improvement across the primary and secondary phases of education.  It was noted that applying the accreditation process to primary schools would help to blur the division between the two sectors and help with transition.  
Some respondents again thought that the proposal overlooked the expertise and specialism within LAs, which they felt should be considered as ASPs/ASGs for the primary sector. 
There was a school of thought which believed that expanding ASPs/ASGs to the primary sector should not be progressed until the system had been tried and tested in the secondary sector, and that it would be useful to run primary pilots before full implementation.


Q12
What do you think are the key school improvement issues that 
Accredited Schools will need to tackle in the primary sector?

There were 51 responses to this question. 

There were many and varied suggestions for the key school improvement issues that Accredited Schools would need to tackle in the primary sector.  These are set out below in priority order of the number of respondents who mentioned them. 
31 (61%) – leadership and management i.e. recruitment and retention of high quality leaders, addressing weak leadership, succession planning and attracting head teachers to the most challenged schools
14 (27%) - improving literacy, including reading, writing and listening skills

13 (25%) - improving numeracy skills

11 (22%) - quality of teaching and learning, such as improving classroom practice, extending personalised learning and managing differentiation in large classes

10 (20%) - narrowing gaps in achievement, tackling low attainment and addressing the barriers to learning

9 (18%) - use of data to drive achievement, track pupil progress and inform practice 

9 (18%) – financial and resource management

8 (16%) - preparing and supporting children for transition to secondary education

7 (14%) - parental engagement, such as developing family learning strategies and raising aspiration within the community 
6 (12%) - school improvement generally, including developing strategies for business improvement and understanding the key levers such as the balance between support and challenge

5 (10%) – providing effective support for minority groups such as pupils with English as their second language, those in care and those with special educational needs.

A number of other suggestions were made, including:

· ensuring more robust governance to improve standards and challenge primary school leaders; 

· improving assessment of pupil performance; 

· strengthening performance management to tackle under-performing staff;
· motivating pupils, supporting re-engagement and raising aspiration;
· extending use of ICT; and
· safeguarding.

Q13
Does the proposed policy on de-accreditation, and the accompanying 
steps that will be taken, seem appropriate? Please explain your answer.

There were 72 responses to this question.
43 (60%) Yes

16 (22%) No

13 (18%) Not Sure
A majority of respondents agreed that the proposals on de-accreditation and accompanying steps were appropriate.  However, 21 (29%) respondents found the process lacking in detail and raised a number of questions, including:

· would de-accreditation apply where a sponsor was working with more than one school and the accreditation criteria was being met in some but not all of them?

· would the sponsor lose its existing school(s), be barred from running any further schools or both?

· how would the performance of accredited providers be monitored and reviewed to ensure there was clear grounds for de-accreditation?

· what would trigger a warning letter?
· what account would be taken of feedback from the school?

· would parents, LAs, trade unions etc. be able to trigger a review of performance where there were concerns? 

· how could faith providers be de-accredited?
· how would the process work with an Academy or independent school with accredited provider status?

· what would be the respective roles and responsibilities of DCSF and LAs within the process?

· how appropriate would it be for the LA to intervene where it may have failed the school previously? 

· would a new sponsor be lined up to take over before the existing sponsor was de-accredited or would there be a phased withdrawal?

· would a surplus of accredited provider capacity in all regions be guaranteed to ensure availability to take over a school from a de-accredited provider?

· what was the process for appeals and could a de-accredited sponsor be reaccredited?

Respondents also sought clarification on subjective terms such as a school being ‘adversely’ affected by the sponsor’s involvement and what constituted ‘emergency action’ to be undertaken by DCSF/LA. 

13 (18%) respondents commented that the process did not include a timeline and felt that it would have been helpful to understand the proposed timescales between the various steps.  An indication of how long sponsors would be allowed to rectify problems, and the length of time that should elapse before re-accreditation could be considered, were thought to be key.  Respondents wanted to be assured that timescales would be realistic and that the process would not be protracted, as long, drawn out procedures were likely to be damaging to the school in question. 

A number of other issues were raised, including:

· the need for accountability of sponsors, possibly by using standards or targets;
· the risk that sponsors could be deterred from taking on the most challenged schools for fear of de-accreditation; 

· acknowledging the barriers faced in particular schools rather than assuming  deficiency on the part of the sponsor;
· using temporary suspension of accredited status until specific problems had been addressed;
· using performance rewards to encourage sponsors to minimise the risk of school failure;
· the prospect of instability and low morale caused by de-accreditation; and
· including insolvency/financial mismanagement and parent dissatisfaction as reasons for de-accreditation.

Q14
Would you be interested in sponsoring/partnering:

· Academies

· Federations and Amalgamations

· Trusts

· In all regions

· In one region

· In a limited number of regions
There were 52 responses to this question.
35 (67%)
Academies

34 (65%) 
Federations and Amalgamations

31 (60%) 
Trusts

  6 (12%)
In all regions

21 (40%) 
In one region

20 (38%) 
In a limited number of regions

There was substantial interest from respondents in sponsoring/partnering academies federations, amalgamations and trusts in one region or in a limited number of regions.
8 (15%) respondents said that they were already involved in sponsoring and 8 (15%) were planning to further their involvement.

3 (6%) respondents regretted that, as LAs, they were unable to sponsor/partner under the current proposals.  Faith organisations also stated that the proposals did not take account of their particular circumstances. 

Q15
Would you seek accreditation as an Accredited School Provider under 
the model proposed in this consultation? Please give reasons for your 
answer.

There were 61 responses to this question.

37 (61%) Yes

14 (23%) No

10 (16%) Not Sure
A majority of respondents would seek accreditation as an ASP under the model proposed.

Of those who said they would, 19 (31%) considered that they could meet the criteria for accreditation or mentioned that they were currently participating.  Respondents highlighted their own track records for school improvement and cited a range of accreditations which they believed would enable them to become ASPs, such as:

· National/Local Support School

· National Leader of Education

· Leading Edge Status   

· Specialist School and Academies Trust Advanced Consultant School.

Where respondents said that they would not seek accreditation as an ASP, 7 (11%) had reservations largely around the burdensome and time-consuming nature of the selection process.  The amount of work needed, particularly in information-gathering, was considered off-putting, given there was no guarantee of accreditation.  Other reasons given included: disagreement with the criteria; the increasing influence of LAs over Academies and an unwillingness to run a failing school.

5 (8%) respondents restated their dissatisfaction with the inability of LAs to become an ASP under the current proposals.  Several respondents also questioned the lack of recognition of the role of church organisations and diocesan boards of education. 
Q16
Would you seek accreditation as an Accredited Schools Group under the 
model proposed in this consultation? Please give reasons for your answer.

There were 57 responses to this question.
30 (53%) Yes

13 (23%) No

14 (24%) Not Sure
More than half of respondents answering this question said that they would seek accreditation as an Accredited Schools Group under the model proposed. 

9 (16%) respondents believed that they could meet the accreditation criteria or stated that they were already participating. 
10 (18%) respondents had reservations which centred mainly on lack of capacity or experience and the bureaucracy attached to the accreditation process. Several however viewed becoming an ASG as an aspiration for the future.  
4 (7%) respondents reiterated concerns about the ineligibility of LAs to partner under the current proposals. Faith organisations questioned the accreditation process for church schools. 
Q17
If you answered no to either Question 15 or 16, what would encourage 
you to apply to become accredited that are different to this proposed 
model? Please give reasons for your answer.

Respondents gave a number of reasons which would encourage them to apply to become accredited, including:

· developing a more steamlined process;
· providing funding;
· giving greater recognition to the primary sector;
· receiving direct requests from schools, LAs, DCSF and/or other potential sponsors;
· making clear how accredited providers would select the schools to support and the criteria involved;
· introducing a transparent selection process e.g. giving clear reasons where criteria were not met;
· allowing LAs with strong track records of school improvement to apply for accreditation;
· receiving support from DCSF e.g. access to knowledge of prior intakes and  attainment data and more freedom on staffing issues; and
· recognition of previous accreditations e.g. National Leader of Education and  National Support School. 
Q18
Are there additional resources or capacity you would need before you 
could seek accreditation, or before you could support schools in this 
way or take on further projects? Please give reasons for your answer.

There were 56 responses to this question.

29 (52%) Yes

15 (27%) No

12 (21%) Not Sure
A slim majority of respondents said that there were additional resources or capacity they would need before they could seek accreditation, or before being able to support schools or take on further projects.  

21 (38%) respondents viewed funding as an essential additional resource without which some organisations would be unable or unwilling to undertake the accreditation process and support other schools.  It was envisaged that such financial help would allow them to cover their planning and development costs for activities such as: research, stakeholder consultation, feasibility work, capacity building and training for leadership.  Respondents believed that funding would help to compensate for demands on the time and resource invested and the potential risks.  It was noted that the proposals did not specify funding regimes for ASPs/ASGs and there was a suggestion that something similar to the revenue funding which was made available for transition to Academy status should be considered

9 (16%) respondents thought that the most important additional resource needed was staff time to undertake such activities and spare capacity to be able to backfill posts.  It was acknowledged that, to support other schools, considerable investment of human resource, particularly at senior leadership team level, which could not be achieved through goodwill alone, was needed.  Respondents suggested that capacity would need to be built in this area, perhaps by placements of senior staff trained to National Professional Qualification for Headship (NPQH) level, to ensure that the success of the sponsor school was not compromised whilst helping others.   

6 (11%) respondents thought that guidance would be a useful resource, such as an indication of the time and cost implications for supporting different types of schools, perhaps by providing case studies of successful partnership arrangements or from lessons learned reports.     

5 (9%) respondents maintained that they were already supporting schools and were geared up to take on further projects.  They stated that they had the organisational structures and capacity in place along with a long track record of expertise, experience and professionalism. 


Q19
Please use this space to record any further comments you may have.

Several respondents used this question to voice their support for the proposals, viewing them as a timely and positive development which would encourage diversity in school provision.   However, there was also a school of thought which felt that the cost of implementing the accreditation process would be better spent on supporting struggling schools and that more cost-effective local solutions should be considered.  Concerns were expressed regarding the capacity of central government to oversee the process and the unwillingness of governing bodies, keen to protect their own success, to agree to support under-performing schools. 

Some respondents restated their disappointment that the role of LAs as ASPs/ASGs had been overlooked in the proposals. It was felt that their expertise and experience had been written off by excluding them from accreditation. Similarly, it was requested that the barriers preventing independent schools from being accredited could be lifted. Respondents representing both the Catholic Church and the Church of England expressed a wish to work with DCSF to establish how the accreditation process would take into account the particular legal and organisational positions of these bodies within the education system.     
3) 
Next Steps
The consultation has provided us with valuable feedback from stakeholders on the proposals and criteria. We have also had the opportunity to hold discussions with all our key stakeholders on this policy and are grateful for the time and commitment of all those who responded to the consultation and/or attended an event or a separate meeting on this.

As a result of the feedback on the policy proposals and criteria, we have further developed these.  We hope the proposals now build more clearly on the most successful partnerships and emerging groups of schools.  We also hope they will enable providers with the capacity and educational track record and expertise to be accredited to lead improvement and continuous development across the system.


The specific next steps in response to the consultation and in implementing the policy are:

· We are today, 10th February 2010, launching the accreditation system for secondary Accredited School Providers and Accredited Schools Groups and opening the invitation for proposals from organisations. Proposals for this round of accreditation can be submitted until the 10th March 2010;
· We will assess proposals submitted, and make a decision on these within one month of receipt of the proposal. Full feedback on this will be given; and
· Following that, we will hold accreditation rounds once a term.

In addition:

· We are holding two primary consultation events on 10 and 11 February 2010 to develop this area further. We will launch the system for primary ASGs as soon as is practicable;
· We are going to undertake further work on the Academy sponsor selection system and will engage further with sponsors and LAs on this. To ensure we have a sufficient pool of accredited providers, we will only begin to require accreditation to sponsor an Academy for new projects agreed from 1 April 2010; and
· We will continue to engage with stakeholders and discuss any emerging and continuing issues.

Annex A – list of respondents (those who did not request that their response was confidential)
AMiE 

Anglesey Primary School 

Archdiocese of Southwark 

Aspect 

Association of Colleges

Association of Directors of Children's Services, The 

Association of School and College Leaders 

Association of Teachers and Lecturers 

Aston Manor School 

Aston Tower Community Primary School 

Aston University 

Banbury Dashwood Schools Federation 

Barnfield College 

Birchfield Community School 

Birmingham Metropolitan College 

Bishop Stortford School 

Bloomsbury Children's Centre 

Brearley / Teviot Children's Centre 

Broadway School 

Buckinghamshire County Council 

Cabot Learning Foundation 

Catholic Education Service 

Church of England 

City College Birmingham 

City of Sunderland College 

City of York Council 

Co-operative College, The 

Cowes Pathfinder Trust

Cromwell Junior and Infant School 

CYPS Consulting Ltd 

De La Salle Trust 

Devon County Council 

Deykin Avenue Junior and Infant School

Diocese of Exeter 

Diocese of Lichfield 

Duke of Northumberland Estates 

E-ACT 

Edison Learning 

Education Leeds 

Foundry Primary School 

Gentoo 

George Dixon International School and Sixth Form Centre 

George Spencer Foundation School and Technology College 

Green, Frank 

Havering Local Authority

Hamilton School 

Hamstead Hall Community Learning Centre 

Handsworth Grammar School 

Handsworth Wood Girls’ Visual and Performing Arts Specialist College and Sixth Form Centre 

Heathfield Primary School 

Hertfordshire County Council 

Holte Visual and Performing Arts College 

Hull College 

Innovative Schools 

Institute of Education, University of London

James Brindley School 

Kayes, Peter 

Kemnal Trust, The 

Kent County Council 

King Edward Vl Aston School 

King Edward Vl Handsworth School 

Lancashire County Council 

Lee Bolton Monier-Williams 

Lewisham College

Liverpool Community College

London Diocesan Board for Schools 

Lozells Junior Infant and Nursery School 

Luton Local Authority 

Macclesfield College 

Manor Park Primary School 

Mansfield Green Community School 

Mayfield School 

Middleton Technology School 

Montsaye Community College

NASUWT 

National Education Trust 

National Union of Teachers 

Newtown Nursery School 

Partnership Working Consultancy LLP

Prince Albert Junior and Infant  School 

Sixth Form Colleges Forum 

Southwark Diocesan Board of Education 

Specialist Schools and Academies Trust 

St Francis Catholic Primary School 

St George's Junior and Infant School 

St Helens College

St John the Baptist School 

St John Wall Catholic School 

St Luke’s School

St Mary's Church of England Junior and Infant School 

St Michael’s Church of England Junior and Infant School 

St Peter's Church of England Primary School 

Toot Hill School 

Training and Development Agency for Schools, The 

Tuxford School/The National Church of England School 

UNISON 

University College Birmingham 

University of Central Lancashire 

University of Chester 

VT Group 

Whitley Abbey Business and Enterprise College

William Cowper Primary School 

Yew Tree Community School
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