Briefing: Academy Status


Briefing: Consultation on Academy Status
Introduction

The Senior Leadership team of the school (listed below) is unanimous in recommending that academy status has huge benefits for the school and that it would result in further improved outcomes for students.   The Governing Body has agreed unanimously to hold a formal consultation and will meet on Tuesday 21st June 2011 to make a decision based on the responses to the consultation.
The Current Position

There are two types of academies: 
Original Academies - these are the ‘new build’ academies created initially by the Labour government, usually through the closure of one or more neighbouring schools, which were dependent upon having an external sponsor.  At present, there are none in Gateshead though there are two planned in Durham (in Stanley and in Consett) 
Converter Academies- this is the term given to those schools which opt to become academies.  Several schools in the north east have become ‘Converter’ Academies, including The Hermitage and Park View schools in Chester-le-Street and Gosforth in Newcastle.  In Gateshead, Whickham School has taken the decision to convert and Cardinal Hume and St Thomas More, Blaydon have, like us, decided to consult parents and others. Nationally, over 1000 schools have applied to become academies and 647 have been agreed.  Most of these are secondary schools, so nearly 30% of secondary schools have now applied.
What is an Academy?

An Academy is a school which is independent of the Local Authority but which is still state funded.  It enjoys a number of freedoms, ranging from the potential to set its own pay and conditions (with safeguards for current employees) to freedom from the National Curriculum and an ability to change the timings of the school terms or the length of the school day. It acts as its own Admissions Authority.
The Advantages of Academy Status

1. Raising Standards for Students

The most important reason to become an academy would be to see standards of achievement rise further for the school.  Current and future funding cuts will make it difficult to do the things we would like to do to raise standards further for our students.  With the additional funding available from Academy status, we would be able to:

· reduce class sizes

· improve support for students

· provide more extra-curricular activities in sport, art, drama, music and overseas visits

· improve conditions and training for staff

· Buy a Minibus and employ a Driver to help transport students to educational visits and extra-curricular activities

· Improve our website access for parents

· Give more teaching and learning resources to students
· Provide more funds for Special Needs and for disadvantaged students

· Improve buildings and facilities, including an upgrade to our ICT network 

We are convinced that implementing these plans, which would be impossible otherwise, can raise standards further.

2. Freedom to Set Our Own Curriculum

Our rich and varied curriculum is a major asset to the school and allows for students to succeed in large numbers.  Vocational opportunities allow many key stage 4 students to work offsite and gain additional qualifications, for example.   We don’t yet know what the government plans for the new national curriculum, but it is possible that it could restrict our ability to personalise the curriculum for all of our students and continue to provide a wide range of courses and opportunities.
Having academy status would give us the freedom to determine our own curriculum and do what is right for our students without any constraints imposed by others.

3. Improvements to Staff Pay and Conditions

Becoming an academy would allow the school to vary staff pay and conditions.  Additional funding would also allow the school to increase the numbers of staff, thereby reducing the burden on our current staff.  

4. Greater Control over Our Budget

At the moment, Gateshead Council spends a large sum of money on our behalf, largely on services we don’t use.  We would have the power to decide what was best for our students and provide the services ourselves.  Academies also have a financial year which, like the school year, runs from September to August, unlike the present financial year of April to March.  The coherence of the two years has significant advantages for planning and organisation.
5. Possible Access to Capital Funding for the Expansion of the School
We are a large and popular school which is growing quickly and we are running short of space – especially for sixth form students and social spaces.  Our Capital funding has been dramatically reduced and there is no prospect of the Local Authority finding further funds as it has several schools with very poor buildings.  
Capital funding for building work is available nationally and as an Academy we would be able to bid for central funds directly from the government.  
6. Enabling Stronger Regional and National Partnerships with Other Schools

Many of the highest performing schools in the region and in the country are converting to become academies. This opens up the opportunity to join a very strong movement of the best schools in the country.   

We also have to sign up to a commitment to helping another school or schools to raise standards if the need arises.  We would benefit in many ways from helping other schools as well as making a contribution to the wider educational community.

7. Improving Governance

Governors would take on a new and enhanced role in school, giving them significant new flexibility over how to plan for improvement.  The Governing Body can decide on its own constitution and membership. 

Protecting the Partnership with Gateshead Council and Gateshead Schools

We do not wish to ‘break away’ from the Local Authority (LA), merely to have a different, more mature relationship which gives us more independence but protects our partnership with the LA and other Gateshead schools.  We would like to continue buying into Gateshead Council services.  We would continue to work closely with the LA on admissions and sign up fully to the Fair Access Protocol and would continue to collaborate on all new initiatives or partnerships which would help grow the partnership of schools.

We would continue to work closely in partnership with our primary partners and continue to contribute the major share of employing joint staff.  We would also be free to build stronger relationships with those schools from which we currently take large numbers of students.  
We would be taking only our share of the funding retained by the LA – we would take no other funds which would harm or destabilise other schools.  In fact, most other secondary schools have had advantageous funding compared to ours over many years.  
What Might Happen if We Don’t Become an Academy?

Many schools have already converted and are enjoying the benefits of academy status.  Schools that are suspicious or fearful or plan to wait until the majority of schools have converted risk losing funding and opportunities.  Crucially, they also may miss out on a great boost to student achievement.  Early converters have already benefitted from significant extra funding which is likely to diminish as time passes.
Our financial circumstances are currently good.  However, we have already had to make some reductions in spending and we know that there will be no additional funds until 2014 at the earliest.  We are worried that inflation and other unavoidable costs could turn the current budget surplus into a deficit by 2013-14.  If we have to confront this deficit, the impact on the school would be severe and could include:

· Larger class sizes and fewer subject options

· Fewer resources for students
· Job losses by natural wastage or redundancy

Another worry is the cuts in spending being imposed on Gateshead Council which has already lost large numbers of staff in voluntary redundancy but still has lots more money to find to meet the cuts.  This has already resulted in fewer services being available.   If large numbers of schools become academies and we don’t, we may well find ourselves in a situation where we have an unfairly low share of diminished resources.   

Academy status would bring a potential £1.4 million over the next two years, ensuring that we would not go into deficit but could spend more resources on our students.
Some Frequently Asked Questions Regarding Academies 

Q: “Do you have to have a private sponsor?”

No – there is no need for a sponsor and we are not seeking a sponsor.

Q: “Will staff be employed on worse pay and conditions”
No – there is no need for this at all and it will not happen. Staff’s existing pay and conditions are fully protected under the TUPE (Transfer of Undertaking (Protection of Employment) Regulations). Staff pensions will also be unaffected by the change.
Q: “Will there be changes to the school days / terms”

No – we are planning to have the same number of days as other Gateshead schools and keep to the same term dates. 
Q: “Where can I get more information?”

The following websites may be helpful.  We are also very happy to answer queries at school via the email on the accompanying letter:
DfE -     http://www.education.gov.uk/schools/leadership/typesofschools/academies
BBC (Q and A on Academies) - http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/10161371
Foundation for Aided Schools and Academies National Association - http://www.fasna.org.uk/events/new-academy 

Specialist Schools and Academies Trust - https://www.ssatrust.org.uk/Academies/Pages/becominganacademy.aspx  
Moving Towards Academy Status

We, the Senior Leadership Team, know that parents, staff, students and all our partners support us in our drive to further improve the school.  We strongly recommend this change to academy status as the next phase in our development.  We believe it will make us an even happier, more popular and high achieving school and we hope that you will support us in making this change.
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