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Methodist State Funded Schools 
1. Introduction
1.1. The Methodist Church has always believed in the importance of education for all. The Church now has 65 State Funded Schools across England, many of which are in the most deprived areas of the country. All the schools have a Methodist or Methodist/Ecumenical Foundation, serve their local community and are fully inclusive with pupils of all faiths and none. Each school has its own unique identity, but all have a strong Christian ethos based on the tenets and practices of their foundation. Each school strives to enable each child to fulfil their own potential and have an education that is life transforming and life enhancing. They work closely with their local communities often in partnership with Children’s Centres, some of which are managed and run by the schools with the support of Foundation Governors. All the schools are supported by the local Methodist Church, Circuit and District. For the Connexion they provide an important outreach and are essential for the continuing mission of the Church.

1.2. There is a huge change occurring in the provision of education with a significant reduction in the education role of Local Authorities (LAs).  There are plenty of new providers such as ARK who are developing in the secular field.  We need to ask ourselves, as the Methodist Church, where we want to stand in the new landscape of providers?
2. Education Policy in England 2011

2.1. Labour Government Academies

These were the first schools to convert to academy status under the previous government. These were failing schools that required significant investment and sponsorship. Following considerable investment from sponsors these schools often had new buildings as well as a complete change in governance, senior leadership and ethos. There are a number of chains that are sponsoring academies with varying degrees of previous involvement in education including ARK and Oasis. Although some of these sponsors claim a Christian character, they are not directly affiliated to any church or denomination. 

2.2. Coalition Government Academies

2.2.1. Convertor Academies

The Coalition Government extended the programme following the Academies Act of 2010. Under this legislation schools deemed ‘outstanding’ or ‘good with outstanding features’ in their previous statutory Ofsted (Office for Standards in Education) Inspection were invited to convert to academy status. These new academies receive funding directly from the Department for Education (DfE) under their funding agreement, have freedom from the Local Authority, are their own admissions authority and have other freedoms including the ability to set their own curriculum. However they are still subject to statutory inspections by Ofsted and all pupils have to sit Standard Assessment Tests (SATs). Now all schools deemed to be ‘performing well’ are able to convert (see definition below).

2.2.2.  Failing Schools
As part of its drive to raise standards in all schools, the Government extended the policy of the previous administration to convert all ‘failing schools’ to academy status with sponsorship. This policy first targeted secondary schools, but has now been extended to include primary schools. In June 2011 The Secretary of State for Education announced that the weakest 200 primary schools would be converted to academy status. This policy has been shorthanded to the Gove 200, with already a further move to increase this number, hence the Gove 400. The measure by which these schools were identified is the ‘floor standard’ if schools were below this standard for a period of five years, then they are deemed to be failing.

2.2.3. The Gove 200 and 400 – How it affects Methodist/Ecumenical Schools
Prior to the announcement Sponsor Brokers working on behalf of the DfE were already targeting secondary schools proposing conversion to academy status with sponsorship. These included schools of a religious character. In these situations where a diocese was unable to provide the necessary sponsorship then other Academy Chains were appointed and in effect the foundation of the school was changed and the ethos significantly challenged. Following the announcement Sponsor Brokers began targeting Primary Schools. There has been no publication of the ‘list’ although the Education Development and Improvement Officer has met with officers from the DfE to discuss schools that are vulnerable.
2.3. Funding and the Role of the Local Authority (LA)
2.3.1. Funding for all schools is unclear and uncertain due to the Capital Review.

2.3.2. The role of the LA in schools and education is diminishing and is being further undermined by the move to academy status. The services provided by the LA to schools have been significantly reduced in recent years due to funding cuts. Schools have to look elsewhere to not only procure services but also to consider value for money. Funding to LA schools (including Voluntary Aided and Voluntary Controlled Schools) is given from central government to the LA and then this is given to schools. The LA will often ‘top slice’ funding to provide services or may charge schools for services under a Service Level Agreement; an increasing number of LAs are doing both. Academies receive their funding directly from central government under their funding agreement. With more schools converting, services provided by LA’s will continue to diminish.
2.4. Messages from the Department for Education (DfE)
The message from the DfE is clear; the position of Ministers is not if schools will convert, but when.

2.5. Free Schools
2.5.1. The DfE defines Free Schools as:
2.5.1.1. All-ability state-funded schools set up in response to what local people say they want and need in order to improve education for children in their community.
2.5.1.2. Free Schools are non-profit making, independent, state-funded schools. There is not a ’one-size-fits-all’ approach. They are not defined by size or location: there is not a single type of Free School or a single reason for setting them up. Free Schools could be primary or secondary schools. They could be located in traditional school buildings or appropriate community spaces such as office buildings or church halls. They could be set up by a wide range of proposers – including charities, universities, businesses, educational groups, visionary teachers or committed parents – who want to make a difference to the educational landscape. They might be needed because there simply are not enough school places in a local area and children have to travel too far to the nearest school.
2.5.1.3. The stated aim from the DfE is that all Free Schools are being set up in response to real demand within a local area for a greater variety of schools, they meet rigorous standards and they are all absolutely committed to providing young people with the best possible chance to succeed.
2.5.2. The Methodist Church will need formally to establish a policy with regard to Free Schools and the Education Policy Committee has agreed to the guidelines within the discussion document (Appendix i) as an interim measure. The Education Commission will address this further in its forthcoming report and the guidelines will then be amended accordingly.
3. The Current Situation – Methodist Schools

3.1. In terms of purely academic achievement our Methodist Schools are very mixed. Some are in extremely deprived, poverty stricken areas, where even getting the children into school is an achievement.  They provide breakfast clubs and seek to work with the families.  Their situation cannot be seen as an excuse for poor academic results, although it makes it harder for them to achieve the same standards as other schools, and unfortunately they are judged in exactly the same way as schools in wealthier areas.

3.2. Currently one school has applied to convert to academy status as a ‘good school with outstanding features’ with other governing bodies seriously considering all options. The governing body of another school has unanimously agreed to pursue academy status with sponsorship by the local Anglican Diocese and the Methodist Church.
3.3. 
4. Conference 2011

4.1. At its meeting in April 2011 the Strategy and Resources Committee (SRC) agreed to the Methodist Church pursuing Multi Academy Sponsor Status in order to protect its schools. Where a school was required to convert with sponsorship, this would enable the Church to act as the sponsor.
4.2. The decision by the SRC was welcomed by the Education Commission and the decision was ratified by the Conference in July 2011.

4.3. The Conference agreed to the formation of the Methodist Independent Schools Trust – MIST to replace the Board of Management for the Methodist Independent Schools.
5. The Need for a Methodist Academies and Schools Trust (MAST)

5.1. The Current Legal Position

5.1.1. The legal position on which all Methodist State Funded Schools are held is unclear. A project is under way to ascertain the location and contents of the Trust Deed for all Methodist State Funded Schools. This work is essential to enable schools to convert to Academy Status.

5.1.2. A suite of documents for all Church of England and Catholic Schools wishing to convert to Academy Status is available on the DfE website. The relevant Connexional Team members are working with the DfE to develop the relevant documentation for Methodist/Ecumenical Schools.
5.2. Multi Academy Sponsor Status

The DfE recognises that the Methodist Church has the capacity to affect change and raise standards as a sponsor. However under its current structures it does not have clear lines of accountability to affect change within its schools. The strong recommendation of the DfE is to form an ‘Umbrella Trust’ to address the issue. 
5.3.  Education Policy Committee

5.3.1. At its meeting on 15th September 2011 the Education Policy Committee recognised that if the Methodist Church is to continue to have a place in formal education then it must act to not only secure its place in the current climate, but must be in a position to respond to the needs of its schools. 

5.3.2. The Policy Committee also considered the recommendation of the DfE to form MAST. It is the opinion of the Committee that it will not only provide a possible mechanism to hold all schools on a ‘model trust’, but will enable the Church to gain the Sponsor Status needed to secure the position and ethos of its weaker schools and to effect change in those schools. Having the status will also enable the Church to act in advance of the DfE in securing change in its most vulnerable schools.

5.3.3. Should the Church decide to pursue Free Schools, the formation of MAST will enable that decision to become a reality, giving the accountability structure needed to satisfy the conditions laid down by the DfE. 

5.3.4. If the opportunity arose to open new schools (not Free Schools) under the terms of the Education Act 2011 (subject to due process) these would be academies and would have to have an accountable body. In this instance MAST would also be the accountable body.

5.4. The Education Commission
The Education Commission regrets that it is necessary to bring this matter to Council before the Commission has had a chance to present its report and recommendations to Council. (The Education Commission is due to report to Council in January 2012, prior to reporting to Conference in Jul 2012.) However the Commission understands the necessity to do so at this point if the current position of the Methodist Church in formal education is to be secured. The Commission is grateful to the Education Development and Improvement Officer for bringing this report to the Commission for discussion before presenting it to Council, and, although the Commission will want to offer a fuller theological rationale for our continuing commitment to formal education, and in that context will want to discuss the place of Academies and Free Schools, it fully concurs with what is now proposed. 

***RESOLUTIONS
1. The Council receives the report.

2.  The Council directs those responsible in the Connexional Team to take further steps to explore the practicalities and implications of setting up a Methodist Academies and Schools Trust and to report back to the Council in January 2012.

3. The Council notes the significance of other current developments in the educational scene, in particular in regard to Free Schools, and welcomes the commitment of the Education Commission to reviewing policy proposals in its forthcoming report.
Appendix i
Free Schools and the Methodist Church: discussion document

Introduction

There is a huge change occurring in the provision of education with a significant reduction in the education role of Local Authorities (LAs).  Although many Methodists may not agree with the overall policy of Free Schools, real demand may lead to an opportunity in a local area. There are plenty of new providers such as ARK who are developing in the secular field.  We need to ask ourselves, as the Methodist Church, where we want to stand in the new landscape of providers.  Perhaps more pertinently, where do the Circuits stand because that is where initiatives will have to come from?  So in terms of guidance, should we be advising circuits why they should be considering Free Schools as well as providing a policy on how to go about it? We need to identify gaps in provision in cities, exploring all opportunities for ecumenical partnerships and alliance with some of the evangelical churches.  Our history makes us a potential partner with parents and local people in areas where in many of our major cities there are population increases which may require additional school places; is this a useful vehicle for our overall mission, especially where more disadvantaged communities exist?  Or where the LA is closing small village schools, might we be pro-active in making proposals to the pressure groups opposing the closures.  Alternatively should we be discussing with local authorities with specific issues the role the Methodist Church could play in looking for new schooling solutions?

What are Free Schools?

The Department for Education (DfE) defines Free Schools as:-

All-ability state funded schools set up in response to what local people say they want and need in order to improve education for children in their community. 

The DfE continues, Free Schools are non-profit making, independent, state-funded schools. There is not a ’one-size-fits-all’ approach. They are not defined by size or location: there is not a single type of Free School or a single reason for setting them up. Free Schools could be primary or secondary schools. They could be located in traditional school buildings or appropriate community spaces such as office buildings or church halls. They could be set up by a wide range of proposers – including charities, universities, businesses, educational groups, visionary teachers or committed parents – who want to make a difference to the educational landscape. They might be needed because there simply are not enough school places in a local area and children have to travel too far to the nearest school.

The stated aim from the DfE is that all Free Schools are being set up in response to real demand within a local area for a greater variety of schools, they meet rigorous standards and they are all absolutely committed to providing young people with the best possible chance to succeed.

The DfE argues that it is clear from the Academies programme that this autonomy has transformed the life chances of pupils. Free Schools will have some additional freedoms. For example, teachers in Free Schools will not necessarily need to have Qualified Teacher Status.

Like academies, Free Schools will be funded on a comparable basis to other state-funded schools. Groups running Free Schools cannot make a profit. They will be subject to the same Ofsted inspections as all state schools and will be expected to maintain the same standards.

The admissions arrangements of any Free School must be fair and transparent. Free Schools are expected to be open to pupils of all abilities from the area and cannot be academically selective. Free Schools will need to take part in their local coordinated admissions process, and so parents apply for places for their child in the same way as any other local school.

(Department for Education (DfE) 2011)

How are Free Schools established?
In order to open a Free School a proposal must be made within a given time period. The initial proposal must establish

· The aims and objectives of the new school

· The main people and organisations involved in the project

· Evidence of parental demand (e.g. a petition)

· Possible premises that have been considered

The Secretary of State will then make a judgement on the potential of the project, based on the educational aims, evidence of demand potential premises and the suitability of the provider. Proposers will then be invited to prepare a fully detailed business plan. This must include

· A detailed statement of educational aims and curriculum

· Final details of the key people and organisations that will be involved in the running of the school

· Full evidence that there is a demand for the school and that it will be financially viable for a minimum of five years

· Evidence that the school will meet all required standards, including Ofsted and the Admissions Code, and a commitment to conduct national tests where appropriate

· Details of proposed premises and a full business case for the public value of all start up costs

· Financial projections for operating the school on an ongoing basis

Each proposal within the time period is then ranked. Proposers are then called to interview before any decision is made. The Secretary of State will then make the final decision as to the viability of the project. Proposers will then sign a funding agreement contract with the DfE to trigger the release of potential start up funding.

The Church’s involvement in Free Schools

John Wesley saw the provision of Day Schools (in addition to Sunday Schools) as part of the mission of the church. The Methodist Church has always been at the forefront of education, often providing education for the most deprived in society, raising personal expectations and life chances. The development of Free Schools could therefore be seen as an opportunity to further the mission of the church through its work in education.

Each proposal for a Free School with Methodist involvement must be considered against a list of principles to establish an appropriate response, however the following criteria must be adhered to before a proposal could move towards a formal application to the DfE

1. There must be a demonstrable local need for a ‘church school’ and it must not threaten the viability of any other local schools.

2. The proposers of the school must work in consultation with the local authority (LA) to ensure that Free School projects do not create unnecessary school places.

3. The proposal must have the backing of the local circuit and knowledge of the district.

4. The proposal must be distinctive and inclusive and have an admissions policy that complies with the Statutory Admissions Code and SO342.

5. A Free School must be financially and educationally viable.

6. The proposal must be discussed with the Connexional Team member with responsibility for education.

7. The local circuit must have the capacity to see the project through to fruition, being able to provide appropriate support and governance and the capacity to sustain the project for the foreseeable future.

Procedure for establishing a Methodist Free School

1. There is an established need for a ‘church school’ with tangible proof.

2. There is outline agreement from the LA to the need for a new school.

3. The educational aims and objectives are established

4. The initial proposal is discussed at a circuit meeting with a group clearly identified to take the proposal forward. (This could be an ecumenical proposal in consultation with the local diocese or established ecumenical partnership)

5. The Connexional Team member with responsibility for education is informed and gives outline consent.

6. The District Policy Committee is informed of the proposal.

7. The financial viability of the proposal is established and the property for the new school agreed.

8. The initial proposal is submitted to the DfE

Conclusion

Given our existing role in education and our overall work with communities and families we will need to develop our collective view and response to the current changes in education.  Our thinking about the free school movement should be part of this larger perspective but the pace of policy change in central government and the nature of the changing landscape require us to move swiftly. 

Definition of ‘Performing Well ‘(DfE website 2011)


Three year exam trajectory (5 A* - C including English and Maths for secondary schools and Key Stage 2 results for primary schools). These should be stable or improving taking account of the starting point;


Comparison with local and national exam performance (percentage of pupils making expected progress in English and Maths within KS2 for primary schools and from KS2 to KS4 for secondary schools). We will be looking at whether results are above or moving rapidly toward national averages in absolute attainment and progression and assessing performance against the floor standard;


Latest Ofsted report with a specific focus on capacity to improve, outcomes and leadership and management;


Any other matters that the school may rely on in order to demonstrate that it is performing well.





Definition of the Floor Standard (Department for Education website 2011) 


The floor standards include a measure of pupil attainment, and measures of the progress that pupils make.�For primary schools, a school is below the floor standard if its Key Stage 2 (KS2) results are:


fewer than 60 per cent of pupils at the end of KS2 achieve level 4 or above in English and maths; and


below average (national median) percentage of pupils at the end of KS2 make expected progress in English (national median = 87 per cent); and


below average (national median) percentage of pupils at the end of KS2 make expected progress in maths (national median = 86 per cent)





Ofsted Judgements


10 schools – Outstanding


31 schools – Good with Outstanding Features


20 schools – Satisfactory


2 schools – Notice to Improve


1 school – Special Measures


1 school – Yet to be inspected





Floor Standards


2 schools have been below ‘floor’ for 5 years


1 school has been below ‘floor’ for 3 years


9 schools are vulnerable due to fluctuating academic results








