Guidance on preparing and agreeing a School Organisation Plan 
What is a School Organisation Plan?

1. The Education (School Organisation Plans) (England) Regulations 1999, as amended, sets out the basic requirements for a School Organisation Plan (SOP).  This document outlines those requirements and provides guidance on fulfilling them.  It covers both the content of the SOP, and the process for implementing it. This guidance applies to England only.
2. The key purpose of the SOP is to set out clearly how the Local Education Authority (LEA) plans to meet its statutory responsibility to secure sufficient education provision within its area in order to promote higher standards of attainment.  It should be designed to help the key stakeholders - LEA, schools, promoters, parents and local communities - to understand what school places are needed at present and in future, and how they will be provided.  Importantly, it will be the starting point for the School Organisation Committee (SOC) for the area in considering statutory proposals for changes to schools. The SOP covers a period of five academic years. A new plan should be produced in 2003 and thereafter every 3 years as a minimum.

3. The Plan should include sufficient information to explain the Authority’s strategy for local people and schools. The process of local planning and decision making must be open and transparent.  The views of local partners are an important part of local decision making. Schools, local communities and neighbouring authorities must have an opportunity to comment and to have their comments taken into account.  With the widest possible input from local partners, the Plan will create a broad base of shared understanding, which should be helpful when statutory proposals for individual school changes are considered later. Local communities will be able to contribute views on any individual statutory proposals flowing from the plan as they affect individual schools, when those proposals are put forward for consultation and subsequently when they are published.

4. The Department is undertaking a review of local education authority planning requirements with a view to rationalising the number of plans that an authority must produce. We hope it will be possible to significantly reduce the number of plans required of LEAs by 2004/5 and move to a single education plan as soon as possible after that by 2006/07. 

Development of a strategic vision

5. The SOP should set out a strategic vision, showing how developments in school place provision will raise standards and improve outcomes for all pupils in its area and promote good community relations. It should show how the LEA’s strategic plans support the Government’s policy agenda set out in Investment for Reform - in particular, to increase diversity, and to encourage collaboration between schools, in order to raise standards and promote community cohesion. 

6. The Government is committed to giving every school the opportunity to develop a distinctive mission and ethos, to provide a clear focus for school improvement. All secondary schools that want to, and that achieve the necessary standards, will be funded to become specialist schools.  Specialist schools are expected to collaborate with other schools, sharing the expertise that they have developed in their curriculum specialism and in other areas, to help raise standards across the system.   

7. The Government wants to see a greater commitment to more systematic development, professional support and networking between schools to aid improvement, across the local family of schools and the system as a whole. LEAs should help facilitate and broker different kinds of partnership arrangements, and help to foster a spirit of innovation and learning within and between schools. The aim is to create an interdependent system, in which schools take on increasing responsibility for challenging and supporting each other to improve performance.

8. In some cases, it will make sense for schools to work together more formally, for example through federations. The Plan should foster and enable such developments, which will increasingly drive the pattern of provision in some areas – leading to, for example, proposals for formal merger of schools, particularly where over-subscribed and successful schools are willing and able to merge with weak and failing schools or where schools have very different pupil populations.

9. The strategic vision set out through the SOP should draw on and inform the local Education Development Plan, Asset Management Plan, Local Learning and Skills Council plan and other relevant local planning documents, to show how the LEA:

a. Will help successful and popular schools to expand and encourage new providers (including Academies); 

b. Will take swift and appropriate action where standards need to be improved; 

c. Will focus on securing appropriate provision for all children, including those with special educational needs, and on narrowing attainment gaps;

d. Will promote greater diversity of school provision  in line with pupils’ individual needs and parents’ preferences; 

e. Will secure the provision of a wider range of courses and qualifications and new learning pathways for 14-19 year olds, in collaboration with other sectors and training providers;

f. Will ensure a sufficient supply of free, part-time early education places, linking to wider early years and childcare policies; providing better links between the various phases of education, and between schools and other organisations; 

g. Will help to promote schools’ contribution to community life and community cohesion.

Content of the School Organisation Plan
10.
Section 26 of the School Standards and Framework Act provides that the plan is a statement which sets out how the LEA intends to exercise its powers and duties during the period covered by the plan in order to secure primary and secondary education. Section 26A provides that in preparing a school organisation plan the LEA must have regard to the plan of the Local Learning and Skills Council published under the Learning and Skills Act. The regulations then specifically provide that the plan must deal with the LEA’s proposals for remedying a surplus or shortage of places and provision to be made for children with SEN. Within this framework however the form and content of the plan is for the LEA to decide and Paragraphs 11 to 16 below provide guidance on best practice for the form and content of the plan. 

11.
Each Plan should have three parts:

A – a clear analysis of demography, the organisation of school places, and the need to add, remove, relocate or otherwise re-organise school places.


B - a statement of the Local Education Authority’s policies and principles for ensuring enough suitable school places offering a good and improving standard of education;
C - conclusions drawn from Part A and Part B about the need to add to, remove, relocate or otherwise re-organise provision in particular areas of the authority.
12.
In Part A the following information should be included:
· numbers of pupils in the authority and projected pupil numbers for the five year period of the Plan; 

· the number on roll at each maintained school within the Authority area - including special schools - compared with its net capacity (i.e. as measured by Assessing the Net Capacity of Schools – revised version issued in August 2002) , identifying explicitly the number of pupils with SEN (both statemented and non-statemented) and also the number of empty places available at the school (with aggregated statistics broken down by age range, category, denomination, ethnic group and gender where appropriate, and separately identifying the position in specially resourced places, resource bases, special units or special classes, by type of SEN and whether provision is day or boarding); 

· numbers of schools with sixth forms and the number of sixth form places, together with the number of Further Education Colleges, including Sixth Form Colleges within the Local Education Authority as a whole, and within each sub-area; 

· the number on roll at any Academy within the Authority’s area, compared with its capacity identifying the number of spare places, pupils with SEN, identifying sixth form pupils separately;

· number of part-time early education places for 3 and 4 year olds being taken up by the authority in maintained and private, voluntary and independent sectors and for all settings, e.g. nursery schools, nursery classes, pre-school settings, childminder networks. (Please note that a duty will be placed on LEAs to secure sufficient nursery education provision for 3 year olds from April 2004).  Information should include aggregated numbers for 3 and 4 year olds separately, type of provider and projected take up of places for the five year period of the plan.  Details of how many of these places offer wraparound early education and childcare; 

· number of pupils with special educational needs placed by the Local Education Authority at non-maintained special schools, independent schools providing for pupils with special needs and at maintained schools in other Local Education Authorities, aggregated by type of SEN, age, ethnic group, gender, day/boarding etc; 

· number of day/boarding places the Local Education Authority makes available for pupils with special educational needs from other Local Education Authorities, indicating where this results from regional arrangements for the co-ordination of SEN provision; 

· a statement of the effect on overall numbers and on individual schools of factors that cause volatility in pupils numbers such as their proximity to defence establishments or to areas where there is a seasonal workforce; and 

· a statement of the assumptions made in respect of provision for pupils out of school because of illness or injury, or for other reasons; pupils looked after by local authorities; pupils in Pupil Referral Units; school-age pupils attending colleges; pupils educated at home by their parents; pupils educated in psychiatric units; and young offenders in secure provision. 

· how the Authority’s plans take into account views from Admissions Forums about the sufficiency and distribution of school places locally;


13.
This section of the Plan would also reflect changes to school organisation that are in progress at the time of drafting, including any that have flowed from previous School Organisation Plans. It might also report changes to the underlying assumptions made since the previous Plan – e.g. where decisions not to go forward with planned housing developments have removed the need for a change that had previously been identified. 

14.
Part B should detail how the Authority’s plans reflect and give expression to the national education policies mentioned in this guidance for early years, primary and secondary schooling and post-16. The following information might be included:
· a description of the factors the Authority will take into account when considering making proposals to add, remove, relocate or re-organise places including historic trends in population movement to and from other LEAs and the independent sector (subject to other aspects, some of which are outlined below); 

· how the Authority will improve the quality and effectiveness of education for children, responding to parental preference and minimise surplus provision - for example, through the addition of places in popular schools; the relocation or removal of places, taking into account local demography; or the development of collaborative partnerships and federations;

· how the Authority ensures that its provision meets the requirements of sex, race and disability discrimination legislation, particularly its duty under the Race Relations (Amendment) Act 2000 to promote racial equality;

· the Authority’s strategy for early education provision for 3 and 4 year olds which is funded by the Authority.  This should cover provision in schools as well as funded provision in pre-school settings outside the maintained sector (including childminder networks).  This should cross refer to relevant sections of the Authority's Early Years Development and Childcare Strategic and Implementation Plans.  It should also reflect wider policy initiatives aimed at increasing the availability of wraparound early education and childcare places and integrated services (e.g.. Children's Centres, the Nursery School Project and extended schools. 

· how it intends that provision for students aged 16+ might be delivered, and should describe the development of collaborative arrangements between providers; 

· its approach to meeting different types of SEN, including the balance between mainstream and special schools, and a statement on how the Authority plans to implement the changes introduced as a result of the  Special Needs and Disability Act 2001, including the duty to increase access to its schools for disabled pupils. This should cross refer to the Authority’s Accessibility Strategy, due to be published for the first time in April 2003 as a requirement of the Disability Discrimination Act 1995;

· the Authority’s strategies for providing places and support for all children including those with disabilities, with special educational needs, and in the local authority’s care. The Plan should set out arrangements for SEN provision and services, including pupils with low incidence special educational needs, and necessary regional co-ordination;
· how it intends to ensure that there are suitable, sufficient places for looked after children; 

· a statement of how schools help address issues of social and community cohesion, including segregated schools in mixed race areas, and provide wider community facilities where appropriate, for instance in rural areas.

15.
This section should be related specifically to securing improved standards of achievement by pupils. It should refer to the approved Education Development Plan (EDP) for the Local Education Authority area and draw directly from the Context and Audit sections of that Plan, taking into account any changes emerging from the annual review of the EDP.

16.
Part C should provide conclusions, drawn from the demographic information and policy principles, about the need to add, remove, relocate or re-organise places in a particular district or part of the Local Education Authority area. 

Timescale
17.
The Authority must publish a draft Plan by 1 July 2003 and thereafter new arrangements will apply as follows:


· a full plan every 3 years i.e. 2006, 2009 etc; and additionally 

· a plan on 1 July of any other year where there is a change of policy, strategy or local circumstances relating to organisation of schools in the LEA’s area.  

18.
LEAs are also strongly advised to review, revise and publish the part of the plan containing the demographic information for September each year where a full plan is not published.

Process
19.
Consultation: The following should be included in any consultation, though this list is not exhaustive:

· the dioceses, 

· schools,

· LSC,

· Learning Partnerships, 

· Connexions;

· the Early Years Development and Childcare Partnership, 

· Admissions Forum, 

· neighbouring Authorities. 

Publication

20.
After consultation, the Authority must publish a School Organisation Plan in draft form. The Authority must send a copy of the draft Plan to each maintained school in its area, neighbouring Education Authorities, local dioceses and the Learning & Skills Council. Where the LEA is satisfied that a consultee has access to the Internet, they could write to say that the Plan has been published and can be accessed via the Internet. Copies of the Plan must also be deposited in public libraries.

21.
The Authority must also place a notice in an appropriate local newspaper stating that the Plan has been published. The published notice must state that comments may be made on any aspect of the Plan and that these must be sent to the Authority within 10 weeks of the date of publication of the notice. The notice must summarise the conclusions of the Plan and in particular should identify those areas where the Plan concludes there is a need to add to, remove or relocate places. The notice must also state where the full text of the draft Plan can be seen. 

22.
The LEA need not publish revised demographic information in draft, where this is updated in a year between full Plans.
Consideration by the School Organisation Committee

23.
At the end of the 10 week period for objections and comments, the Authority has a further month to submit the draft Plan to the School Organisation Committee. By the end of that period it must have submitted to the Committee:

-
the text of the Plan as published or as revised;

-
all objections and comments received (and not withdrawn in writing); and

-
the Local Education Authority’s observations on those comments.

24.
It is for the School Organisation Committee to decide the final content of the Plan. The Committee will consider all the material presented by the Local Education Authority. The Committee may approve the Plan as presented with or without modifications, or may prepare their own Plan for publication. But in order to approve a Plan, the Committee must agree unanimously on the contents. If they are able to reach unanimous agreement, the agreed plan is published by the Local Education Authority. 

25.
The School Organisation Committee must reach a decision on a Plan presented to them within two months from the date the Authority submitted the Plan to the Committee. If the Committee is unable to reach a unanimous agreement, they may choose to pass a Plan to the Schools Adjudicator for a final decision before that two-month period has elapsed. Alternatively, if the Committee cannot reach agreement, individual groups may suggest specific amendments to the Plan which would meet their concerns. If the Committee were then able to agree an amendment unanimously, the Plan with the amendment(s) would be the agreed Plan for the area. Where a consensus is not reached, all the suggested amendments must be passed with the Plan to the Adjudicator to inform his or her consideration. 

26.
If the School Organisation Committee is unable to reach unanimous agreement within two months from the date the Authority submitted the Plan to the Committee, responsibility for approving the Plan will pass to the Adjudicator. The Secretary to the School Organisation Committee will pass to the Office of the Schools Adjudicator:

a.
the draft Plan published by the Local Education Authority;

b.
comments received by the Local Education Authority and their observations on them;

c.
any proposals made by any group of members of the Committee for modification to the draft Plan.

27.
If the School Organisation Committee does not take a vote on the draft Plan within two months from the date on which it was submitted to them, the Local Education Authority may refer the draft Plan direct to the Adjudicator, together with any comments received to the draft Plan as published and its observations on those comments. If the Local Education Authority does not prepare a draft, it is failing in its duty, and the Secretary of State may intervene. 

Consideration by the Schools Adjudicator 

28.
The Adjudicator will consider all the material submitted. Usual practice is for the Adjudicator to consider all cases on paper. The Adjudicator may seek further information from the Local Education Authority or from any member of the School Organisation Committee. All such requests and the responses should be circulated to all members of the School Organisation Committee, and members will have the right to make further written comments of their own. No time limit for this stage is prescribed, though it should be carried out as quickly as possible, preferably within two weeks. Since levels of complexity will vary there is similarly no timetable for consideration of the Plan by the Adjudicator, though the Adjudicator will aim to reach a decision within six weeks of receipt of all the relevant papers. 

29.
The Adjudicator may approve the Local Education Authority’s draft Plan, approve any proposals made by any group of members of the Committee for modification to the draft Plan, or put his or her own proposals back to the Committee for consideration. If the Committee unanimously accepts the Adjudicator’s alternative, that will form the final Plan. Otherwise, the Committee will refer the Plan back to the Adjudicator with observations on his or her proposals. The Adjudicator will then determine the Plan, but may only select his or her own proposals if at least one group on the Committee has indicated in writing that it is in favour of them. If, however, there is no support from within the School Organisation Committee, the Adjudicator must select a proposal from those originally submitted. 

Publication of the final Plan

30.
Once a Plan for a Local Education Authority area is finally agreed it must be published by the Local Education Authority following the same procedures as for publication of the draft Plan.  Those who commented should be notified. The Plan should also be sent to the Secretary of State for information. Where revised demographic information is produced in a year between full Plans, this should be published following the same procedures as for a draft full Plan. The Secretary of State is not involved at any stage of the decision-making process. 

31.
Approval of the Plan by the SOC does not prejudice the Committee’s subsequent consideration of statutory proposals. These will be considered on their merits taking into account the circumstances of each case and guidance from the Secretary of State. 

32.
The Secretary of State will continue to monitor the provision of school places in each Local Education Authority area through the annual return to the Department on surplus school places.

Possible outline notice for publication of draft School Organisation Plan.


Anyshire Local Education Authority has today published a draft School Organisation Plan. The complete draft School Organisation Plan is available for inspection between the hours of [] and [] at [libraries], and [Town Hall]. [The full document is also on the Internet at www.address] 

In considering the future number of school places which should be available in the authority over the next five years, the Local Education Authority has taken into account the likely demand for places at all types of maintained school. [For example, primary pupil numbers will fall over the next five years so that 1260 fewer places will be required by the end of that period. Secondary pupil numbers will rise until 2001, but will thereafter start falling, creating a short term need for places.] The Local Education Authority believes that [relevant policy priorities - for example, no secondary class sizes should be greater than 30, and no primary school child should have to travel for more than half an hour to get to school]. The draft Plan concludes that [for example, 300 primary places should be removed from the Anyshire County Town area, and that 260 secondary places should be added in the northern corner of the county around the town of Anyborough.] 

You may comment on any aspect of the draft Plan in writing, sending or e-mailing it to [address], by [5pm] on [date 10 weeks after the publication of the notice]. The draft School Organisation Plan, together with all the comments, will be considered by the School Organisation Committee for the Local Education Authority area by [date]. 

A further public notice will be published when the School Organisation Committee has given its approval to the Plan.  

