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1
Background and context

1.1
This booklet describes how Essex County Council (ECC), through its Schools and Education Service (SES) and Lead Strategic Commissioners from the Standards and Excellence team, works with all its schools and settings to promote school improvement.  The context is the move of the authority to commissioning and away from ‘providing’.  This is in line with the reduced budget available and government policy, as expressed through the teaching white paper, and the 2010 and 2011 Academies and Education Acts. 

1.2
In Essex, the majority of schools are good or outstanding: 97 (almost one in five of our schools) are rated as ’outstanding’ by Ofsted and a further 242 (almost half) as ‘good’. They are characterised by visionary leadership and strong governance and have well-developed self-improvement records.  They are reflective, evaluative and forward-thinking and take the initiative when building on their strengths and addressing their weaknesses. They form strategic alliances with partners and seek support through collaborative arrangements. Their effectiveness is evidenced by the high levels of achievement of their pupils.

1.3
At the same time, 175 schools (about three in 10) are ‘satisfactory’ and 30 (about one in 20) require ‘intervention’ to improve.  Some of these schools cause concern because they are below, or are at risk of falling below, national floor standards, and cannot demonstrate a sustained capacity for successful self-improvement. It is these schools that are most likely to be the focus of activity for commissioners.  The local authority (LA) has, as the white paper notes, ‘an indispensable role as champion of children and parents, ensuring that the school system works for every family’. Consequently, the LA has a commitment to intervene in inverse proportion to success.

1.4
ECC has established ambitious targets aimed at narrowing the gap between the highest and lowest performing schools, while raising standards for all. These targets include:
Raising standards at Key Stage 2 year-on-year, by improving the proportion of pupils attaining Level 4+ in both English and Mathematics in the top quartile, and top our statistical neighbour group within three years;

Reducing the number of schools below the national floor standard at Key Stage 2 to zero within three years;

Reducing absence and persistent absence to top quartile performance within three years;

Narrowing the gap between vulnerable groups and others to top quartile performance;

Increasing the proportion of good and outstanding schools to 80% within three years and having no schools requiring a Notice to Improve or Special Measures.

1.5
This booklet, with its annexes, sets out how the LA will fulfil its statutory duties in respect of schools causing concern, while sustaining the positive professional relationships and culture of partnership with its schools, settings and other places where children and young people learn.

2
Essex County Council’s approach to school improvement

2.1
The underlying principle is that schools are responsible for their improvement, leaving the LA to challenge and intervene where there is underperformance.  While ECC continues to offer a consultancy service (offering advice, support and guidance to all schools on a traded basis), its core commissioning team will commission interventions in schools causing concern or those experiencing significant transitional issues.

2.2
The commissioning team is centrally funded, with no costs borne by schools. The team is primarily concerned with underperformance and mainly works with ‘schools of concern’ (as defined in annex B).  Accordingly, commissioners will:

1. Keep a rigorous focus on underperformance in all schools (not just below floor standards or schools in Ofsted categories), taking account of the needs of vulnerable groups in our role as champion for children.

2. Ensure the intelligent analysis of data: using in year data to identify current and future attainment trends that enable schools to commission the most effective and efficient interventions from a range of providers, and identify those pupils and groups at greatest risk.

3. Identify the areas of underperformance and interplay between different indicators (such as attendance of groups with low attainment on entry) to give a more focussed level of challenge.

4. Focus on leadership and management - making leaders accountable for results and engaging with them in plans for improvement and, where leaders are unable to deliver improvement, commissioning ‘Local Leaders of Education’ (LLEs) and ‘National Leaders of Education’ (NLEs) to provide coaching support or replace them.

5. Ensuring proper governance – commissioning support to governing bodies of vulnerable schools so they can discharge their role of holding the leadership of the school to account.

6. Deliver system wide improvement – focussing on groups vulnerable to underachievement (children with Special Educational Needs, Children in Care and those not who are Not in Education, Employment or Training - NEET) and ensuring there is inclusion with appropriate provision by supporting and challenging schools to improve management of behaviour and attendance.

7. Remove endemic underperformance – taking action where needed to close underperforming schools, working with the planning and admissions service, imposing federations, ‘amalgamations’, academy conversions with external sponsors, and expanding successful schools where good provision is needed.

8. Maintain the pace of improvement – by quality assuring provision, close monitoring of improvement plans for activity and impact through data on pupil attitudes, attendance and punctuality, as well as tracking of progress.

9. Engage the wider school community in system-wide improvement – by commissioning NLEs and LLEs, partnering schools, using ASTs and other resources to develop shared excellence; develop the morally generous school. 

10. Learn from others - by monitoring the performance of statistical neighbours and other successful authorities, learning from their practice and importing their ideas.

3
Quadrant Commissioners, Education Advisers and Consultants

3.1
As described earlier in this booklet, the LA recognises the value of an external perspective when validating school self-evaluation.
 In schools causing concern, a distinction needs to be made between the role of the Quadrant Commissioner (QC) and that of the Education Adviser (EA), and consultants commissioned by the QC to implement the agreed targeted actions on the intervention plan.
3.2
The QC provides the point of first contact between the school and the local authority.  The service is entirely LA funded, and is cost-free to schools. The QC will guide and challenge the school in terms of its areas for improvement, its individual improvement initiatives, its success criteria, its improvement planning and the rate at which progress is being made. The QC will visit schools at Stage 3 or 4 half-termly, rather than termly or annually as with other schools.  While the QC has regard to high-level strategic improvement, s/he will be mainly involved in the scrutiny of operational initiatives.  EAs and ECs are commissioned, and paid for by the school (or group of schools concerned) to undertake, in partnership with the school, the work required to facilitate improvement.
4
What we want for our children

4.1
Our vision is Essex means Business; it is a vibrant county and every individual and community has a part to play in its success and should be given the opportunity and support to grow and reach their potential.  Our priority is to enable each individual to achieve their ambition by supporting a world class education and skills offer in the county. To do this we need to optimise our educational achievements and skills and encourage all to aspire to learn and achieve their potential and engage in lifelong learning and development. 
4.2
Our aim is to raise standards and improve outcomes year-on-year, to top quartile performance at each key stage within three years. To enable this, we aspire to have a least *0% of Essex schools judged at least good by Ofsted within three years, and the gap between vulnerable and all other pupils to narrow to that of the top quartile.

4.4
Our priorities in the planning period are to: 

Strengthen relationships with schools by working in partnership to commission the appropriate resource to secure actions and solutions, and improve outcomes by promoting an entitlement to a world-class education with a relentless focus on leadership of teaching and learning;

Identify earlier and intervene sooner in vulnerable schools by using an evidence base drawn from a range of data and intelligence, challenging schools to respond to areas of underperformance, investing in CPD and credible school improvement strategies; and

Relentlessly focus on accountability – school leadership, management and governance, as well as our own – using warning notices and intervention powers early to help schools to deliver the required improvement. 

Develop local strategies for the lowest attaining areas in the county.
5
Schools causing concern

5.1
All schools are expected to monitor and evaluate the quality of education they provide and the standards they achieve.  In the essential task of raising standards and narrowing the achievement gap between different groups and individuals, those who lead and manage our schools face many challenges.  We know that the quality of leadership is a key factor in securing school improvement, so high quality leadership and management is essential at all levels in every school.  This view of the importance of leadership is emphasised by Ofsted in the Framework for School Inspection (paragraph 45, page 16).

5.2
Where governors, headteachers and teachers are unsuccessful in addressing underperformance or potential failure, the LA is required to intervene. The key ‘concern indicators’ include:

Falling below the national floor standards;

Vulnerability to an adverse inspection outcome;

Declining standards;

A trend of weak or uncertain self-improvement;

A safety warning notice has been given (Section 60, 2006 Act); or

Teachers’ pay and conditions warning notice has been given (Section 60A, 2006 Act – as amended).
5.3
Such intervention needs to be graduated, to reflect the degree of concern. The following table indicates the statutory powers that are available:
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Increasing level of intervention 

	Local Authority powers
	Appointing additional governors
	Enforced federation
	Removing delegation of funding
	Interim Executive Board
	Closure ordered by LA (through school organisation powers). Discussion re alternative school organisation.

	Secretary of State powers
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	Appointing additional governors
	Interim Executive Board
	Power to make an Academy order; Closure ordered by Secretary  of State


5.4 
While these powers are available to the LA, in the initial instance intervention will be a negotiated compact with a school of concern, to enable that school successfully to self-improve. Only where the necessary improvement fails to materialise in a timely manner will the LA exercise its statutory powers (see annex list in section 7 for further information about the legal framework and the LA framework though which support and challenge is managed).  

6
Information gathering, analysis and alerts

6.1
When the SIP initiative was brought to an end, the LA was keen to maintain a revised service for external review and set up the ESPP as a traded service.  Alongside the work of the ESPP, the SES has continued to develop a dashboard of key performance indicators alongside the data improvement toolkit.  This enables the LA to identify potential causes of concern and to determine the range and extent to which intervention is required; it also allows schools to analyse crucial performance information and the one page summary. 

6.3
Annex B sets out the statutory criteria that must be demonstrates before a school is ‘of concern’ to the LA (or, in the case of an academy, the DfE).  The LA will use information and data available to it to assess whether a school is potentially of concern.  There will always be a discussion with the headteacher and chair of governors before a school is categorised in this way. Except in the case of schools that fall into the Ofsted ‘categories of concern’ (special measures and notice to improve), subject to a safety warning or a teachers’ pay and conditions warning notice, which will automatically be considered as schools causing concern if they are not already categorised.

7
The alert system leading to stages of intervention

7.1
It is expected that schools causing concern will work with the LA to overcome areas of weakness.  Where they do not, there is a number of formal powers open to the local authority that are designed to secure the educational well-being of all children and young people.

7.2
Schools automatically designated as causing concern will benefit from the assignment of a QC who will work closely with the school in overseeing the formulation of improvement plans and monitor the progress towards its improvement targets through a commissioned team of education advisers and consultants.  It is for the school to fund this work. 

7.3
The nature and degree of intervention will be in inverse proportion to the school’s success in addressing its improvement issues.  The extent and nature of the QC’s work is set out in detail in annex C, but logic dictates that the schools causing the highest levels of concern should be subject to highest levels of intervention. 

7.4
Circumstances often dictate that a school becomes a cause for concern even though its performance indicators would not automatically trigger the LA alert system.  Schools themselves are often pro-active in seeking assistance. The first alert of a cause for concern is likely to be generated through a conversation with the qc (Stage 1 meeting).

7.5
Where a first alert arises from a Quadrant Commissioner visit:

The QC conveys concerns orally to the head teacher and chair of governors, and logs their concern on the visit record. Where appropriate, this information will be passed to a diocesan education officer; and

Through the visit record system, stored on SSET, the QC informs the appropriate Assistant Lead Strategic Commissioner (ALSC) of the concern. The ALSC will contact the QC to discuss strategies to rectify concerns through commissioning.

7.6
Where evidence suggests that the school is successfully addressing the issues, in most cases no further action will be taken, other than to maintain a close watch on subsequent performance through data analysis and visit records.

7.7
Where evidence suggests that the school has been unable – or unwilling – to address the issues in a robust and timely manner, then that school is likely to be subject to LA intervention: there will usually be a QC visit, which may be supported by an EA  and/or EC: a warning notice may be considered at this stage. (Stage 2 meeting).

7.8
Depending upon the gravity of the situation, the ALSC in discussion with the Lead Strategic Commissioner (LSC) may request a meeting with appropriate representatives of the governing body and the Director for Education and Learning for further discussions. (Stage 3 meeting).

7.9
LA action (Stage 3 and stage 4 Interventions) is based on the statutory framework put in place by the Education and Inspections Act, 2006 and the Education Act, 2011.  Taken together, these enable a series of measures to sharpen the process of LA intervention in turning around under-performing and failing schools more quickly than was enabled by previous legislation (see annex B). 

7.10
The LA will make full use of its powers to tackle under-performance. It is committed to tackling school failure and securing sustainable improvements at any school judged to be ‘of concern’, requiring special measures, significant improvement or has significant weaknesses in aspects of behaviour and safety.  Following a Stage 3 meeting, where a school has demonstrated an inability or unwillingness to work with the LA to tackle under-performance and the necessary improvement still has not occurred, the LA is likely to issue a  warning notice to the governing body (see annexB, section 4 for information about warning notices, including consultation requirements and Ofsted’s involvement).  Ofsted must be informed and this could trigger an early inspection.  Such a warning can be served if a school meets at least one of criteria in annex B under paragraph 2.4.  

7.11
Once a school has been identified as causing concern, the LA will take a number of actions to ensure that all those responsible for children and young peoples’ well-being – officers of the authority, representatives of external agencies, diocesan officials  and elected members – are kept informed of developments, so that, should it prove necessary, further steps can be taken. 

7.12
The LA commissioners assess whether a school at Stages 2 to 5 are ‘secure’ in relation to safeguarding.  If the assessment is negative the school concerned is automatically moved to the next stage.  The checklist used is available to schools can be found at (hyperlink) 

7.13
It must be noted that as a matter of course the LA will normally remove delegation for all schools in an Ofsted category in order to accelerate its response to the requirement to improve in relation to staffing and targeting the school’s budget towards the action plan for improvement.
8
Further information

8.1
The following annexes should be read in conjunction with this guidance:

Annex A: flow chart showing the framework for LA intervention in schools of concern

Annex B: the statutory basis for intervention 

Annex C: Essex’s ‘five stage’ alert system

Annex D: Essex’s five stage alert flow chart
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