Minutes of Parents’ Forum Tuesday 11th October 2011.

Speaker: Mr Whiteford.

Subject: Academy Status consultation.

Minute Takers: Jeremy Hopkins, Sarah Shortt, 
Financial Status

A parent asked if the school and governors understand or underestimate the extra financial responsibilities that go with becoming an Academy. 
Mr Whiteford began by explaining some of the past history of the school. In 1992 the school became a Grant Maintained school, meaning that it was centrally funded by the government. It later became a Foundation School, which is its present status. This means that whilst the funding now comes from the Local Authority (West Berks) the Governing Body is responsible for much of the budgeting and spending. As far as financial responsibility goes becoming an Academy would not change much for the school, as it is already responsible for a lot of services i.e. payroll etc and the staff are employed by the Governing Body not the Local Authority (LA). The school can choose to buy services from the Local Authority but it does have the freedom to buy them from elsewhere. The Governing Body is already responsible for the land, although at present the LA is responsible for the upkeep of the buildings. If the school is awarded Academy status then responsibility for upkeep of the buildings will then become the responsibility of the governors. 
Mr Whiteford explained that the school will continue to work with the LA, but that over the next few years Local Authorities will have smaller budgets and less personnel and so will not have the capacity to provide as much support. He explained that the governors have recruited many new governors over the last couple of years with a wide range of skills and expertise, including Chartered Accountants and specialists in law, education, personnel and human resources. 
He explained that he believes that all schools will be encouraged to become academies in the future and that applying now would put the school in a stronger position. There will be a windfall payment over the next couple of years if the school is successful and this will help to cover the reduced budget caused by lower student numbers whilst the school was in special measures and the budget cuts imposed recently. The biggest change of academy status will be more responsibilities for the governing body. The school name, admissions policy and catchment  area will all remain the same. He stressed the continued commitment to serving the local community for the local population and the importance of partnerships with local primary schools.
Maintaining Standards

A parent asked how standards will be maintained. 
Mr Whiteford agreed that the school needs to be self sustaining but ensure standards are constantly monitored. He mentioned the latest Ofsted judgment which judged the school to have ‘good’ capacity to improve which showed that the Oftsed Inspectors judged there to be rigourous systems in place to accurately assess the students. He added that the Senior Leadership had recently undertaken one of their regular Learning Reviews. These reviews are lesson observations by one of the Senior Team and an external verifier and they had observed over 60 lessons, of which over 60% were assessed as “good” and none were found to be unsatisfactory. As far as maintaining standards in the future though Mr Whiteford stressed that is was not just about the one position of Head Teacher, but that he has a strong team working with him in his deputy and assistant heads as well as department heads. 
Special Measures

Another parent asked if having been in Special Measures would affect the application to convert. Mr Whiteford replied that the in order to convert to Academies schools originally had to be outstanding but that is no longer the case. The decision rests with Michael Gove but Mr Whiteford believes that the school fulfils all the criteria. The Ofsted finding of “good” in the criterion of “capacity for sustained improvement” is of particular significance.
Conversion Costs
A parent asked what additional costs would be incurred in converting to an Academy. Mr Whiteford replied that there would be some accountancy and legal costs incurred for things like Business Accounts, Charity Commission Accounts and Land Transfer fees. Some are one off costs, other are longer term costs but all have been factored into the school budget. 
Staff Pay and Conditions
Another parent asked if the staff terms and conditions would change. Mr Whiteford replied that staffs pay conditions are guaranteed by the governing body and that the transfer of staff to the academy would all be managed by the TUPE process which manages Transfer of Undertakings Protection of Employment. In the future however when recruiting new staff he would appreciate the freedom to offer the best employment packages to attract the best possible teachers to meet the specific needs of the school.
Academy Chain
A parent asked what are the pros and cons of being in an Academy ‘Chain’ rather than as a single school. Mr Whiteford explained that he has discussed the possibility of forming a chain with a few other local secondary schools. However, we are the only Foundation school. The others would need a longer lead time to prepare themselves for dealing with areas which have always been organised by the LA for them, ie payroll and Human Resources. He explained that the longer we wait the smaller the available budget pot will be. The school is still in talks with the other schools though and is looking at ways to collaborate with them. For example when purchasing IT services or covering costs of HR support, these could all be purchased together with other schools which would give cost benefits. The schools are also looking at sharing staff training opportunities and best practices. He advised that schools have lost lots of support services from the Local Authorities in the recent cuts; for example the School Improvement Advisors, who used to advise and support the school and the governors on standards, target setting etc. Mr Whiteford expressed his concern that, with these cuts, he believes Local Authorities will have very little capacity left to support schools in the next few years as they have greatly reduced budgets and have been forced to cut their staff numbers. The Head Teachers of the four local schools are committed to working together to support each other and one of these ways will be to self review standards in each others schools. 
Use of TLS Funding
Another parent asked how the £11m from the TLS project had been spent and if there were any funds left over. Mr Whiteford explained that after the feasibility studies had been done and a share of the funds allocated to Brookfields School, Denefield had been allocated around £8.5m. This will pay for the new science and technology block, as well as the refurbishment of the old science and technology area. It will also cover the planned conversion of the Nursery and the refurbishment of the PE corridors and changing rooms, the building of a construction workshop and refurbishment of the canteen to include a new teaching space. It has already paid for the substantial fire remedial works, which included new alarm systems and doors etc, as well as the complete re-roofing of the school. 
Sixth Form
Finally a parent asked about Sixth Forms. Mr Whiteford explained that they understand that whilst Sixth Form funding is likely to be cut in the future, the government is still supporting raising the participation age to 18 years old and schools will be expected to encourage a large percentage of their students to stay on into the Sixth Form. The school hopes to have about 60% of its students to stay on to study A Levels, but also appreciates that it is extremely important to offer other qualifications and courses too. In the future, in addition to BTech Level 3 Art the school also plans to offer Catering and Construction too to give the students employable qualifications in order to give them the best possible chances for employment. 
The next Parents’ Forum will cover the work that has been done on communication, the website and extended learning.
The governing body would like to express its thanks to parents for their valued participation in this process.

