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The role of the local authority in school improvement


1. Background

This is a note of a seminar held at the National College on 11th-12th April 2011, which brought together a small number of Directors of Children’s Services, Headteachers and National College staff and associates to generate new thinking about the role of the local authority in a self improving school system. 

This work built on an earlier workshop which identified some of the complex issues involved, about, for example, accountability, governance, risk management and intervention. The seminar was convened to explore these issues in further depth, both to inform current national debates on this issue and, specifically, to support the development of a wider thinkpiece commissioned by the College from David Hargreaves on ‘Leading self improving schools’. 
This note is not a verbatim report of the proceedings, but draws out the key themes and ideas from the debate. It has been organised broadly around the three key questions which were used to guide the discussion, which were:

· What would a mature system look like in which responsibility for school improvement rested with schools?

· What is the process by which a self improving system might come into being, and in which quality can be sustained?

· What do we expect the system to have achieved two years from now to satisfy practitioners and politicians?
2. An education service capable of improving itself
Principles
In order to create an education service that is capable of improving itself, we have to find an alternative to targets and regulation, both of which are blunt instruments as likely to prevent as to promote change. This means dispensing with the kind of centralised planning that demands compliance, and replacing it with a more dynamic approach that rewards innovation. 

An education service of this kind is likely to display many of the features of a market driven system in which there are opportunities for new providers to promote change. 
But there have to be some constraints. A public education system cannot be wholly driven by the laws of supply and demand, because, for financial, political and moral reasons, it cannot afford too many failures. There is insufficient money available to fund excessive surplus places, politicians cannot risk too many experiments and children only have one opportunity for a positive experience of school. There is, moreover, a continuing expectation amongst the great majority of parents that all children should have access to a good, local school which provides opportunities for success.

What this means is that it is in everybody’s interest to collaborate in building a different kind of education service, the defining features of which are that:

· schools should be more responsive to challenge, always alert to the possibility that they might find themselves run by another provider who believes it is possible for improvements to be made,

· safety nets should be provided so that failure, when it happens (as it will), is contained, and children’s life chances are not damaged.
Without challenge, there will always be a risk of stagnation. Without a fail safe mechanism, schools will become risk averse. In a dynamic system, it is also important that there is a shared understanding that the bar will keep being raised. 
A new language is needed to capture some of this in a way that does not create hostages to fortune. It is probably more appropriate, for example, to talk about an education service, rather than an education system (which implies a standardised approach). 
Practice
For some time now, diversity of school provision has been promoted as a pre-condition of choice, and government has become adept at inventing new kinds of schools. 

Perhaps more important than structural diversity, which has often (as in the case of specialist schools) only offered the illusion of choice, is provider diversity, which is not so much concerned with offering choice to parents as providing alternative approaches to the way in which a school is led and managed.  

Provider diversity flourishes most when schools work with each other in chains, federations, trusts and partnerships of one kind or another. It is these collaborations (which might be described as micro systems) that provide the strategic muscle needed to do things differently. They create the conditions for step change, rather than incremental improvement. Without them, there is a greater risk that schools left to themselves will become inward looking, defensive, and more inclined to defend their own performance uncritically. 

Important as they are, school collaborations cannot wave a magic wand. Like any organisational solution, school partnerships can be dysfunctional and it takes more than a change of name, or even governance, to create the conditions for success. 

Some of the key design features of successful examples of partnership working would seem to be:
· clear leadership arrangements with authority vested in an individual with the power to make decisions on behalf of all (‘nodal leadership’),
· good governance arrangements, in which multiple accountability (to communities, parents, sponsors, partners and government) is not just acknowledged but welcomed,
· a commitment to the locality in which member schools operate, with the potential to move teachers around easily between partner schools as an important success factor,  

· a recognition of diversity within the partnership, acknowledging that some schools may be better at, for example, supporting good to great or preventing decline than at rescuing from failure,

· dedication to developing new systems leaders (succession planning), and building the kind of capacity which means that schools in the partnership might hive off to become the nucleus of a new collaboration (viral growth),

· openness to challenge and commitment to continuous improvement. 
At one end of the spectrum, these conditions might be met by an academy chain operating across LA boundaries in which individual school leaders work with a Chief Executive to a common set of values differentiated for the schools in the chain according to local circumstances. At the other end, they might be met by a partnership of schools within a local authority that is willing to agree a common set of values, adopt a standard review cycle, and commit to a quality of collaboration which includes responsibility for interventions to prevent school failure. The defining characteristic of success is not in the label, but in the seriousness with which the partners are committed to holding ‘courageous conversations’ and challenging mediocrity. There should be no dogma about organisational solutions. 
Change on the scale implied by this way of thinking about schools represents a huge challenge, particularly in the primary sector. It almost certainly needs to be driven by a number of different mechanisms:
· a more sophisticated approach to inspection by Ofsted which recognises the significance of chains, federations, trusts and partnerships,

· funding which pump primes and incentivises collaboration, and provides the capacity needed to work with other schools,

· Professional support and development programmes for leadership beyond the school.  
3. Catalysts for change and guarantors of quality
Principles

If the approach outlined above offers the best way of improving schools, and raising standards, then we need to move rapidly in that direction. This means finding ways of triggering change at school level, whilst providing the safety nets that are needed for people to take the risk of doing things differently. 
There is nothing new about trying to change the education system, and the debate about whether central government can do it and local government wants to do it has been going on for a long time. Schools need government to speak with a single voice, which makes it important to reconcile the differences between those that believe there needs to be robust intervention by a centralised field force focused on  schools below floor targets, and those who want to build a more diverse and localised network of challenge and support for all schools. If this does not happen, both the DfE and local authorities stand accused of putting their own interests before those of children and young people. 

At present, the main tools available for addressing weak performance in schools are either: school to school support (ie NLEs and LLEs); or partnering the failing school with an existing chain. This might be possible for schools below floor standards, but the vast majority of schools are elsewhere on the spectrum between self-improving and failing. Whilst it is entirely legitimate that a well led and effective school might want to continue to improving itself without needing to collaborate, the same will not be true of all schools. The risk is that as local authority monitoring and support goes, an increasing number of schools could sink quietly into failure and thus require more expensive and disruptive interventions down the road. 

So how might we engage the energies of the best schools and leaders to drive high quality collaboration and support wider improvement in a voluntary system? Experience has shown that schools do not spontaneously organise themselves into effective collaboratives, even when put under a statutory obligation to do so. The barriers to collaboration (cultural, philosophical, procedural and personal) need to be recognised, not least as they are one of the main reasons why there will be different solutions in different parts of the country. 
The position of local authorities in all of this is complex. There is a requirement for them to submit plans for schools which are below floor targets, and an expectation that they will broker support for these schools, but no obligation on them to take a wider leadership role in establishing collaborative arrangements for school improvement. Indeed, in some parts of the country, efforts to do so may be contested by headteachers and by governing bodies. In the absence of any such arrangements, however, they may find it difficult to identify the capacity that is needed to make a difference.  In the longer term, they may also struggle to ensure sustainable improvement in all schools and so may face a need for ever more direct intervention down the line.  
The only position that local authorities can reasonably adopt in this situation is to take a very uncomplicated view of their statutory obligation for school improvement and to work sensitively as catalysts for change, encouraging the formation of school collaboratives. 
The only means at the disposal of DCSs for achieving this are effective leadership, moral authority and the power of persuasion. They will need to earn the right to influence what the schools in their authority choose to do.  The local authority no longer disposes. Its role is to create the conditions which are needed for schools to decide how to work effectively together.  
Whilst local authorities should be delegating significant responsibilities to school partnerships, they can not just do so and walk away. They continue to have a responsibility for making sure that the ways in which schools choose to work together are effective both at the point when they are established and beyond. 
Practice

It is quite difficult to describe the variety of local solutions that might emerge from all of this. The spectrum probably ranges from authorities in which all schools are attached to a local school improvement partnership constructed around headteachers such as NLEs with a history of providing systems leadership, to authorities where chains, federations and partnerships will form themselves without any particular attention being paid to schools which have no natural allegiances and see no immediate need to create them. 
Whatever the solution, the key issue is about whether these partnerships will be capable of providing challenge as well as support. This is not a new problem. It was the charge laid at the door of LEAs, of EAZs, of Excellence in Cities, and of SIPs, that the kind of relationships that they fostered in order to promote collaboration ultimately become collusive. It is not a problem that is easily solved, and it may be that we have to accept that there is no complete solution. Unless trust has been built, it is impossible to know what is really happening in a school, but use of that knowledge can easily be viewed as a betrayal of trust. 
In a formal sense, responsibility for challenge rests within the governance arrangements of any public body. As the banking crisis demonstrated, however, even the most experienced of non execs find it hard to question, and continue to question, a chief executive who is determined to avoid being held to account.  
Although a number of alternative arrangements are available, none provide a complete solution and further work is needed to arrive at a more satisfactory solution:

· Well led chains and federations, with a single line of accountability, may well scrutinise their own performance rigorously and commission external challenge, but others may not,

· Effective partnerships are likely to build external challenge into their partnership agreements in a variety of different ways (use of HMI, consultancy, or a LA provided service), but not all will,
· Peer review, through the use of SIPs, has been maintained on a voluntary basis in some parts of the country, but is likely to prove financially unsustainable in the long term. 

For the local authority the issue is a critical one, particularly if Ofsted scales down its inspection regime to concentrate more single-mindedly on a smaller number of schools that are already failing, with the consequence that the external intelligence about schools that are at risk starts to dry up. 
As local authority budgets shrink, and schools become more autonomous, there is a real risk that the capacity of the system to identify ‘trouble ahead’ may be seriously impaired. As with early intervention as it is more conventionally understood, the cost of waiting for failure before taking action is likely to be significantly greater than preventative action before the event.  
There is a view that the local authority has always been the early warning system for school failure, relying as much on soft intelligence (parental complaints, HR problems, financial concerns, dysfunctional governance) as on performance indicators about pupil progress or reports from school improvement advisers. It is hard to know how successful local authorities have been in this role, partly because it is difficult to gather evidence of crises that have been avoided, but it is dangerous to ignore the anecdotal evidence that local authorities regularly sort out problems in schools that governors and headteachers are unable to sort out by themselves, not least because they are sometimes the cause of the problem. 
The decline of this function should be identified as a significant risk which the Department needs to address, and local authorities should be making every effort to resolve it, despite the diminishing resources available to them for school support. 
If local authorities accept that they have a responsibility both for tackling failure and identifying decline, they will need to focus tightly on a number of roles:

· commissioning pupil places and school provision,

· enabling and promoting school-driven partnerships,

· ensuring that the brokerage and operation of school to school support is effective, building on existing and emerging quality assured models such as NLEs, LLEs and teaching schools, 
· keeping local provision under scrutiny and having ‘courageous conversations’ where they are required.
4. Signs of success
Principles

It is important, for all sorts of reasons, to be clear about what success looks like, and how it will be measured. 

It has long been acknowledged that there is a difference between what might be described as political and professional timescales. It is important to recognise the reality of political timescales and the need for quick wins. This is not just a pragmatic point. If you can’t change the system quickly, then you may not be able to change it at all.
There are, however, real difficulties. It may well be that even in the most successful collaboration between schools, no difference will be visible for 3 years, and more rapid turnaround can sometimes prove to be short lived. 
For this reason, it is extremely important that Ofsted begins to understand partnership working and is able to provide early intelligence (through inspection) of the impact of collaborative arrangements between stronger and weaker schools. 

Practice

We need to develop a number of indicators which will tell us whether the system is changing, whether it is changing in the right way and whether this is having the impact that we want. We also need to develop qualitative measures, so that there is a compelling story to tell about the process of change and the values and culture that animate any collaboration between schools. 

Some of this data will be gathered by the DfE, some by the College, and some may need to be commissioned. Work of this kind has been undertaken by the Local Authority Research Consortium (LARC) which is a collaboration of local authorities supported by national agencies jointly carrying out research, which ‘encourages and assists participating LAs to be reflective, to tell their own story, and to learn from others, thereby contributing to a culture of sector-led improvement and knowledge creation’. 
Two kinds of data need to be gathered which can then be analysed against each other. We need to know:
· The number of Headteachers who are actually working as systems leaders and what this means in practice in different situations,
· The number of outstanding school convertors and the extent to which they are actively engaged with other schools,

· The number of chains or federations, the reasons for which they have been established and the extent to which they have fulfilled their initial remit,
· The number of explicit school partnerships and the differences between them, in terms of governance, accountability, leadership and purpose,

· The number of externally triggered school interventions and the circumstances under which they have occurred.

Information of this kind needs to be analysed in order to understand the progress being made to:

· reduce the number of schools below floor targets,
· reduce the number of vulnerable schools,
· encourage outstanding schools to be even better, 

· effect improvement across the system as a whole,
· raise achievement of children from poorest families.
This is not a simple research project, but it would provide some empirical evidence of the progress being made to achieve structural change within the system, and the impact that it is having. It would also provide some early indications of the conditions that are necessary for success, and allow distinctions to be made between more and less successful approaches to reform including the role played by local authorities as catalysts for change and guarantors of quality. 
5. Conclusion
It is significant that the seminar brought together headteachers and directors of children’s services, who were able to work together to arrive at a shared view of the different, but complementary, roles they play within the education service. 
20 April 2011
1

