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A strategic vision for the role of Essex County Council in education 
Introduction
The way in which education in England is provided and controlled is undergoing a seismic shift. Not since the introduction of the local management of schools in 1988 has there been such a fundamental change in the way in which schools are held to account, and where the ultimate responsibility for ensuring a high quality of education lies. If academy conversions continue at their current rate then all secondary schools in the country will be academies by around the end of 2016 and around a fifth of primary schools will be academies by the same date.
 This means that in many cases local authorities will not continue to be providers of education to children and young people of statutory school age, nor exercise legal responsibility for standards of schools in their local area.
 In Essex is it already the case that around three-quarters of secondary schools and around 10% of primary schools are academies. This fundamental change in the structure of the education system coincides with a period of financial constraint, of curriculum reform, and of redefining the benchmarks of what constitutes a ‘good’ standard of education through the new Ofsted framework. These converging national influences are creating a set of unique opportunities as well as pressing challenges for how we deliver a high quality education for every child in Essex.
As a council we embrace the direction of travel for education set by national government. 
· We believe strongly that schools should be autonomous and should drive their own improvement (indeed we would argue that in Essex schools have been effectively autonomous for many years); 

· We celebrate the influx of new capacity, expertise and energy that the academies programme has created; and we are excited about the new governance mechanisms for schools to work strongly and collaboratively with each other that the new agenda brings. 
· We are clear that for schools which are poorly performing becoming a sponsored academy is our recommended solution. At the same time we are keen to explore with our schools the opportunities that different collaborative academy governance models offer to schools at all points of the performance spectrum. 
We are equally convinced that there is a powerful and essential role that the local authority must continue to play in education if, as a county and as a nation, we are to see the improvement in quality that our children and young people deserve, and our economy needs. This short paper is designed to set out clearly our vision for how Essex County Council, in partnership with its schools, will seek to drive up standards of education over the next period.
The vision for education in Essex 
Like all local authorities we want the best for our children and young people. That means ensuring that every child and young person in Essex has access to a high quality education so that they can achieve their potential. It also means instilling an appetite for learning throughout their lives that will provide a sound basis for employability in the 21st century. This requires young people not only to have the right skills, but also to have the ambition and appetite to continually refresh those skills as the demands of the labour market change. 

We have been very precise about how this vision translates into a suite of measurable targets. Our ambitious and uncompromising standards for education in Essex can be very simply described. We want:

· every school in Essex to be at least a good school;

· the average achievement of our children and young people at age 11 and 16 to be at least equal to the highest performing 25% of local authorities nationally;

· the educational progress that our young people make between ages 5 and 16 to be at least equal to the highest performing 25% of local authorities nationally; and

· the gap in achievement between children and young people from deprived backgrounds and their peers to have been reduced to in line with the highest performing 25% of local authorities nationally.
The successes achieved and the challenges still faced 
Over the last three years schools in Essex, supported by the local authority, have made steady progress towards realising this vision. Since 2009 the percentage of children in Essex aged 11 achieving the expected level for their age in both English and mathematics has risen 7 percentage points from 72% to 79%. This is broadly in line with the national average and with performance in those local authorities which are most similar to us. The percentage of young people aged 16 achieving 5 or more good GCSEs including English and maths has increased from 50% to 59%. Over the same period the proportion of children and young people in Essex who go to schools which have been rated as outstanding by Ofsted has risen from 14% to 18% at primary and from 15% to 20% at secondary.
This progress has been encouraging, and provides a firm foundation on which to make a step-change in performance: 39% of children and young people in Essex, in both the primary and secondary phases, attend schools that are not good or outstanding. This is a higher proportion than nationally and has actually increased over the last three years. To achieve our ambition that every child in Essex can go to a good school 174 primary schools and 33 secondary schools would need to improve from satisfactory or inadequate to at least good. Furthermore, school performance across the county is uneven. Although on average in Essex 5% are inadequate, this rises to 8% in Tendring, 11% in Harlow and 14% in Basildon - some of our most deprived areas. 
  
We also have further to go to achieve in line with the highest performing 25% of local authorities nationally. Essex is currently around 3 percentage points below the lower threshold of top-quartile performance at both KS4 and KS2. Reaching the top quartile would require making up this difference as well as improving at the same rate as authorities in the top quartile. Moreover, in Essex pupils from deprived backgrounds still achieve on average only half as well as their peers at GCSE – in 2011 only 30% of young people eligible for free school meals achieved five or more good GCSEs including English and maths compared with 60% of young people not eligible for free school meals. In contrast the gap in the highest performing authorities on this measure is less than 10 percentage points, although these are all smaller inner-city authorities. To achieve top-quartile performance would require reducing the gap by 6 percentage points. 
The role of Essex county council in supporting schools to achieve the education vision – our ambition to be a self-confident and successful local authority of the future 
The acid-test of the new constellation of powers and responsibilities of the county with regard to schools is whether it can provide the leverage to address areas of long-standing underperformance that have proved intractable in the past. We believe it can, but only if all the key partners in the education system are harnessed towards a common set of goals and work effectively together. The role of the local authority in holding this broad alliance of partners together, and ensuring that education does not develop in isolation from the wider forces that shape Essex as a place, is essential. 
Securing the improvements that we all strive for is ultimately down to the hard work of teachers in the classroom and leaders in schools. However, in some respects the local authority is uniquely placed to support schools in this endeavour. The local authority:

· continues to hold a range of statutory responsibilities essential for the effective operation of the education system such as ensuring a sufficient supply of school places and supporting vulnerable children, as well as continuing to be the maintaining authority for community schools.
· is best placed to bring schools together to take decisions which serve the collective needs of a whole community of children and young people, rather than just those children and young people who attend a particular school

· is able to bring an in-depth and evidence-based perspective on the needs of local communities, based on knowledge of how communities use wider council services, demographic and population data and economic trends

· provides an essential link for schools into social care, youth justice, health, family well-being, lifelong learning, economic regeneration and employment services.

Moreover, as an elected body, the council continues to have a powerful democratic mandate to ensure that services support good outcomes for all children, young people and their families in Essex. This is what voters expect in relation to all public services, including education. 
Research commissioned by the LGA and DfE and carried out by Isos Partnership, identified three emerging dimensions of the local authority’s role in education as local authorities make the transition from being legally accountable for the quality of education to exercising their democratic mandate to ensure quality through other non-statutory levers. The three emerging roles are described as follows in the research:   
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The local authority as champion of pupils, parents and communities: The schools white paper stated that “In a more autonomous school system, local authorities have an indispensable role to play as champions of children and parents...using their democratic mandate to challenge every school to do the best for their population.”  The role of the local authority as a champion of pupils, parents and communities sits well alongside their broader responsibilities in relation to developing effective, sustainable and cohesive ‘places’, for example through their responsibilities for planning, employment, working with businesses, supporting families and encouraging life-long learning. It also sits well alongside their democratic mandate to ensure good outcomes for children and young people.

The local authority as a maker and shaper of effective commissioning: The changes that have come into force over the last two years have far-reaching implications for how schools respond to parental demand for places, who provides schools, and how schools access support and challenge. At each of these three levels it is clear that, in the new education landscape, choice and competition are to be important drivers of quality. In responding to and facilitating these choice-based reforms, local authorities have an important contribution to make as an intelligent commissioner of schools, as a provider of support services and challenge, and in supporting schools and parents in making effective commissioning decisions.  
The local authority as a convenor of partnerships: Schools recognise that in a well-functioning education system there are times when they can be more effective if they act together, and there are responsibilities that schools exercise jointly rather than individually. However, in the new education landscape the forces of competition, particularly in terms of attracting pupils in circumstances where funding is tight, might at times be stronger than the forces of collaboration. Local authorities can play an important role in convening partnerships of schools and at times providing the external and objective arbitration which keeps them effective. It is also clear that the local authority plays a key role in facilitating partnerships between a very broad range of providers and services (such as health, the police, lifelong learning providers, social work, mental health services, drug and alcohol services, targeted youth work, and employment services) and is able, in the best cases, to successfully promote their joined-up engagement with schools and vice-versa. 

This provides a helpful framework to understand how Essex County Council will support schools to achieve continual improvement in standards and quality of education. The sections below articulate a number of concrete commitments that Essex County Council has made to children, young people and families in the county and to schools.
As a champion of children, young people, families and communities we will...
· continue to monitor the performance of all schools in Essex, irrespective of whether they are academies, community schools, voluntary aided or controlled schools or free schools. We will draw on the full range of quantitative performance data available, such as national test and examination results, exclusions and Ofsted data. But we will also be systematic in tracking other softer sources of information such as admissions information, parental complaints about schools, issues raised with elected members, turnover/attendance of staff and pupils, the use that schools make of traded services, and schools’ capacity as the number of NLEs, LLEs, SLEs and teaching schools grow. We will use the information that we collect on a termly basis to develop a clear view of those schools which have the capacity to support others and those that may be in need of additional support and use this to guide our offer to schools.
· agree a clear protocol with academies for how we will respond to and escalate concerns that are identified through our performance analysis. Initially we will write to the school outlining the issues or concerns that we have identified and the actions that we believe should be taken to address these. We will also set out the range of support services, chiefly from other highly effective schools, that the local authority could broker in should the school wish to draw on these. At the point of writing to the school we will ask for a meeting with the headteacher to discuss the issues in greater depth and understand how the school is planning to address these. If at this stage the school is unwilling or unable to respond effectively we will write, escalating our concerns and suggestions, to the chair of governors. If, again, this does not elicit an effective response from the school we will escalate our concerns to any sponsor or multi-academy governance arrangement in place. Our final point of escalation would be to the Department for Education and Ofsted. 
· Take rapid and decisive action in any underperforming community school. We are clear that where local authority schools are not performing well we have a duty to intervene. Our approach is to take decisive and rapid action in the event that a school is judged to be inadequate by Ofsted, or in the assessment of the local authority is poorly performing or significantly underperforming. Our expectation is that part of the action plan for all such schools will be to identify a high-quality academy sponsor. We are also taking action to intensively support and challenge those schools which are currently satisfactory, or require improvement, and are not on track to be good within two years. We will be looking to broker in the significant capacity available in other high-performing schools in Essex to get these schools back on a rapid upwards trajectory and to work with governors in high-performing schools so that they recognise the value to their school in supporting other schools.
· Strengthen the role and contribution of local authority governors of schools. We recognise that in our local authority governors we have a valuable resource whose potential is currently under-utilised. We will therefore be embarking upon a training programme for all existing local authority governors to ensure that they understand the implications of the new education landscape and how they can most effectively discharge the local authority democratic duty to be a champion for children, young people, families and communities in the work that they do. We will bring local authority governors together on a quadrant basis once a term so that they can learn from each other and keep abreast of developments. We will also offer a highly skilled and trained local authority governor to any academy who would like one, as well as developing the strategic role of local authority governors with those academy chains that oversee multiple academies in Essex.
· Revitalise the role of overview and scrutiny in relation to education. In other areas of local public sector delivery, such as health, local authorities have a history of exerting a significant positive influence without statutory responsibility for the services in question. Elected members, and particular overview and scrutiny committees, play an important role in this. We will therefore look to re-energise the role of overview and scrutiny in relation to education so that is providing a sharp and public-facing point of accountability in the system. We will provide the overview and scrutiny committee with a termly report on standards in education, on the back of which they will determine particular issues or areas which they will investigate further, with the support of the local authority. These might include looking more deeply into the pattern of education provision or performance in a particular locality, inviting academy sponsoring bodies or headteachers in to provide an account of how they are contributing to high standards in Essex, or investigating a particular issue such as Fair Access. These investigations will be rapid (no more than 2 weeks) evidence-based, and result in practical recommendations for schools, the local authority and its partners.
As an expert commissioner and enabler of commissioning we will...
· Agree a concordat with all academy sponsors and convertor academies. This will set out the nature of the relationship between the local authority and the academy or academy trust and define how we will work together to ensure the best outcomes for children and young people in Essex on a range of issues including school improvement, admissions, place-planning, special educational needs, fair access and safeguarding. The concordat will specify how the local authority will carry out its role as a champion for children, young people and families and how it will notify academies of any concerns (as described above). It will also set out a range of options for how the local authority might support any stand-alone convertor academy whose performance falls to requiring improving or inadequate, such as commissioning support from a sponsor or a high-performing school as an executive partner.
· Develop a strong strategic relationship with existing and prospective academy sponsors and free school promoters. We will identify a senior local authority member of staff to be a relationship manager for each existing sponsor or promoter group in Essex. We will work with them on a collaborative basis so that they have a clear view of the strategic direction of education in Essex and how they can contribute to that and are able to communicate with the local authority quickly and efficiently. We will analyse the published information available about the performance of different academy sponsors and make that analysis available to schools in Essex considering academy status, and will provide roadshow opportunities at which schools can meet with prospective sponsors and ask them questions. We will publish our own criteria for what we are looking for in future sponsors of academies or promoters of Free Schools in the county to make our expectations transparent and will invite any prospective sponsors and promoters to work with us in developing their plans.
· Commission academy sponsors to take on small geographically based clusters of schools. In particular areas in Essex there is a long-standing history of educational underperformance. In Harlow, for example, the chance of going to a good school is less than 40%. We are working strategically with a number of sponsors to commission their support for a geographical cluster of schools where they will bring much-needed new capacity and expertise for improvement in a way that responds to the particular context of the locality and fosters meaningful collaboration between schools in the cluster. We will also be encouraging primary schools to seriously consider how becoming part of a multi-academy trust, either under the aegis of an established sponsor or with one of more outstanding schools, could support further improvement, collaboration and innovation. These could be collaborative arrangements with other primary schools or with a local secondary school. It will be for schools to decide the route that is best for them, but we will offer to actively facilitate this decision-making process so that schools fully understand the range of options available and are able to assess these in the best interests of their pupils.
· Work closely with the Department for Education to ensure that proposed academy solutions for Essex respond to the distinctive needs of our communities. Through our clear understanding of the data, our relationships with schools, our links into local communities and our strategic partnerships with academy sponsors we will make ourselves an invaluable partner in any discussion with the Department about sponsored academy solutions for individual schools that are underperforming and advocate strongly for the interests of our community as a whole. 
· Commission the right provision and support to ensure that our most vulnerable children fulfil their potential. We recognise that collectively we need to do a lot more if our most vulnerable children are to succeed. We will comprehensively review provision for special educational needs in Essex, concentrating particularly on meeting the needs of children with autism and behavioural and emotional difficulties which are currently poorly catered for within the county. We will then commission a range of provision required to meet those needs, drawing on the opportunities to access new capital funding through supporting the establishment of a special Free School, as well as investing in creating hubs of outreach and expertise for our most vulnerable children drawing on our high-performing special schools and creating resource bases within mainstream schools. 
· Enable parents to make informed choices about schools in their area. We will use the full range of data and information we have at our disposal to publish an annual performance report about schools in Essex which is easy to analyse, compare and contrast and which will support information provided about schools’ admissions criteria, and historic data about school  priority admission areas. This will support parents in their initial choice of school and in asking the right questions about the ongoing quality of their children’s learning.  We will provide focussed support from our Admissions Advisers for vulnerable and hard to engage families to ensure they make best use of the opportunities open to them and enjoy equal and fair access to good schools, including supporting them through admission appeals to ensure they have equality of opportunity. 

As a convenor of partnerships we will...
· Work with schools to develop locality based partnerships as hubs for peer to peer challenge and support and for commissioning school improvement services. We will develop, jointly with the Essex Primary and Secondary Heads Associations, a locality-based partnership model that is run by schools, for schools. The local authority would be a minority governing partner. Schools would buy in to the local partnerships on a subscription basis for a three year period and this would entitle them to a range of peer to peer challenge and support, provided by Essex schools and funded by the partnership. The menu and allocation of support would be determined by schools as governors of the partnership. There would also be the opportunity for local authority or other traded school improvement support to be integrated into and deployed through the local partnerships. There would be an Essex-wide strategic governance board, again led by schools, to oversee the effective operation of all the individual local partnerships.
· Support the strategic development of Teaching School Alliances. We will work with Teaching Schools to help them to develop the range of challenge and support, including deployment of NLEs, LLEs and SLEs, so that it is targeted towards those schools with the greatest needs and has a proven impact on outcomes. We will explore, with the alliances, how they might contribute to the local school partnership model outlined above to create a strategic, coherent and seamless offer to schools.

· Bring schools together in logical geographically determined groupings so that they can take well-informed decisions about admission numbers and fair access which are in the best interests of a community of pupils. We will look to encourage schools, wherever possible, to take collective responsibility for decisions about admissions numbers and fair access arrangements. We will provide the facilitation to bring schools together and the data and analysis to inform good transparent and objective decision-making. We will also continue to refine the protocols with schools to govern decision-making and ensure that these support the best interests of all pupils in a community, not just the pupils at a particular school. We will advocate strongly on behalf of all pupils, and particularly the most vulnerable, to ensure that their interests are met.
We believe that by delivering the commitments set out above we can support schools in Essex to make the scale and pace of improvements in education that our children and young people deserve. However, we recognise that the remit to influence, to champion and to support the education agenda is something that we have to earn: it does not come by right. We will therefore, on an annual basis, invite schools to assess systematically how well we have lived up to our commitments and the impact that we have had. The findings of this scrutiny will be built into our own development plans so that we continue to improve year on year.
Conceptualising a new “middle tier” 
In this document we have focused on what Essex County Council will do to support schools to improve within the new education landscape. But we know that we cannot do this by working alone. There has been a lot of debate nationally, and locally, about the role of the “middle tier” and how that might be delivered in future and by whom. In Essex we believe that the role of a “middle tier” – the intervening layer between individual schools and national government – is to take those decisions and enable those actions which go beyond the capacity of a single school to manage alone. On that basis the “middle tier” is not a single entity, such as a local authority, but a dynamic web of partners.
The partners in the middle tier and their responsibilities
In Essex we are determined to develop further the middle tier in education to:

· draw in the most effective expertise and capacity

· enable decisions to be made and actions to be taken that are in the interests of the whole community of children and young people in Essex

· create the conditions for collaboration and collective responsibility

· be strongly governed

· have an enduring and demonstrable impact on outcomes

The diagram below describes who the key partners in the new middle tier are, and how we see them working together.
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A collaborative middle tier for education in Essex


� Current rate is based on the average number of primary and secondary schools becoming academies each month for the last 12 months


� Paragraph based on inspection data published up until 31 August 2012






