Results of Primary School Survey in Eastern Region

The main respondents were from Primary schools in
Essex, Hertfordshire and Norfolk (these Headteacher Associations had better communication systems with their Primary schools)
Raising Awareness of the Impending Financial Crisis in Schools
To protect schools, and as part of the  survey, it was agreed that individual schools will not release their own proposed budget plans or comment on other schools plans for reducing expenditure (FOI requests will be refused as final budgets are published at a later date).   Only representatives from Headteacher Associations will answer press enquiries. 

A recent survey of Primary schools carried out by Eastern Region Headteacher Associations has revealed that schools across the region have already made or are preparing to implement swingeing cuts over the next two years to try to balance their school budgets. We had anticipated that there would be a difference between the budget situation of Primary and Secondary schools for two main reasons: 
1. Post 16 funding cuts have been more drastic 
2. Increasing numbers of pupils in the Primary sector have shifted more funding towards Primary budgets.
 However, this survey shows that Primary schools are also experiencing significant financial problems and these will grow worse over the next three years, especially in smaller schools. 
Some of the strategies that will have to be used by schools to reduce their spending further are: reducing teaching and non-teaching staffing; increasing teacher workload; cutting back on training; cutting back on ICT equipment; cutting back on class resources; not carrying out maintenance and small building projects.  

When asked about how they were managing their budgets this year 18% were reporting in-year shortfalls which had to be made up from reserves.  Next year the picture will be worse 24% predicting overall deficits and another 46% feel it is a probability, as many schools will have run out of reserves.  2% felt they were in a ‘critical’ budget state this year 6% said it was ‘very serious’ and 11% ‘serious’ and 56% worried.  When asked about next year’s budget, 8% said they will be in a ‘critical’ state and 19% said ‘very serious’, 28% ‘serious’ and 38% were worried about how they would cope.

Informed sources tell me that the government strategy is to blame schools, headteachers and Governors for this impending crisis to deflect responsibility from themselves and suggesting that schools have not reduced their costs and have large reserves.  This survey shows that this is not the case and schools have acted prudently and responsibly.   Cutting staffing costs in a primary school is more difficult especially in small rural primaries. 
Claims that schools are holding large balances have also been misrepresented.  It is normal to hold a reserve of between 5% and 10% to cover contingencies and in savings for future projects.  Most Local Authorities do the same.  When schools became academies they did receive extra funding as an incentive and both academies and maintained schools have been very prudent with any extra funding they received.  Schools have tried to retain a reserve, knowing that there were lean times ahead.  Indeed, if schools had not been prudent with their money than they would already be in financial difficulties.  However, these reserves will run out, either in this year or in next for most schools, which is why we need a solution to this impending crisis now – not when it is too late.

There is a general misunderstanding in the general public that school budgets have been protected, mainly due to confusing statements by politicians.  School budgets have not been protected.   The last Government promised to ‘Ring Fence’ education funding, which, in effect, froze school budgets for 5 to 16 year olds.  So school funding has not exactly been protected and costs have continued to rise throughout the period of the last Government.  Not only did the Government not protect schools from increased costs but at the same time as it froze schools’ income the previous Education  Secretary overspent by £1b on the academy/Free School programme. The Government has also taken money out of schools budgets for Carbon Reduction Credits, something that schools have no control over. We are being told by the current Government that there will be no further funding increases for education even though there are rising pupil numbers in our schools and it has just approved further cost increases. 
During the last parliament there was a period of a wage freeze for public sector workers, but from 2014 we began to see some Government approved pay rises in schools.   The 1% increase in teaching staff cost in September 2014, on a cash flat budget, coupled with a 2.2% increase for support staff had already began to sound the warning bells in schools.  In simple terms schools were asked to pay their staff more but had no more money to do it with. This was on top of other inflationary increases in other parts of school budgets e.g. energy costs.
This September 2015 there are planned increases in National Insurance costs for employers; significant increases in Pension contributions for employers and on top of this there is a proposed pay increases of between 1% and 2% for teachers.  These cost increases will effectively be equivalent to a 4.5% drop in income for schools.  It will drive many secondary schools to brink of financial collapse and many are having to set in-year deficit budgets and are surviving on their reserves. 
Unlike some public services were you can reduce office based staff still maintain services, schools deal in pupils and schools are bound by numerous regulations e.g. workforce reform, that other services are not.   The Secretary of State has recognised there is a pressing need to reduce teacher workload. This is borne out by a recent study by Sir Cary Cooper, professor of organisational psychology and health at the University of Manchester's business school and a former government adviser on well-being.  He said “Of all the occupations I’ve studied, and that’s about 80, teachers are in the top three most stressed occupations,” he said. “The hours are long and antisocial, the workload is heavy and there is change for change’s sake from various governments.”   Therefore when you the results of the survey it will be with reluctance (though a necessity) that Headteachers will increase teacher workload even further by increasing class sizes or teaching loads. 
The key question asked in the survey of schools was ‘if they thought their school will have enough resources to deliver high quality education over the next two years’.  63% of schools felt they would have sufficient resources this year but 70% felt they would not have sufficient funding to maintain their high standards of provision in the following academic year.  

I would hope that this honest and confidential survey will prompt a rethink from the Chancellor in his forthcoming budget and protect the educational futures of our children and young people. 
Richard Thomas 

Executive Director ASHE

On the behalf of Eastern Region headteacher Associations 
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