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The future of partnership working

Partnerships between schools have become an essential feature of the secondary system: school-to-school support is a vital element in the government's National Challenge; consortia are integral to delivering 14-19 diplomas; and the role of collaboration in managing behaviour, wellbeing and professional development is recognised.  

 

But think tanks, media commentators and political parties are suggesting opening up the secondary education to greater competition between school providers.  Robert Hill, who has written extensively on this subject, and Dr John Dunford, General Secretary of ASCL, will discuss the conditions for effective partnerships and consider whether the collaboration is here to stay and whether it would survive a change of government. 

Predicting the future is always risky but this is how I see the development of secondary education unfolding over the next 10 years.
One the one hand we will see a continuing trend towards greater diversity of school providers and greater competition between them.  The Conservatives are pledging to:

· allocate 15 per cent of the Building Schools for the Future budget over the next nine years to create 220,000 extra school places (equivalent to around 275 new secondary schools based on 800 pupils per schools which is the sort of size the Tories want to encourage – though in their wilder moments they have suggested there could be 5,000 new schools across the primary and secondary system!);
· establish a programme of ‘New Academies’ independent of local authority control set up and run by educational providers, charities, trusts, voluntary organizations, philanthropists and parent co-ops;
· enable New Academies to draw down a fixed per pupil revenue funding based on average national spend (plus a pupil premium for students from disadvantaged backgrounds);
· provide New Academies with up to £20,000 capital per pupil to set up a new school – though if they want to work to a business model of relying just on state revenue funding alone they can do so; and

· disregard the surplus places rule in any area where a significant number of parents or a not-for-profit organization makes a proposal to set up a school.

Labour’s plans are different but will result in greater diversity and competition;

· by 2010 the government will have set up 230 academies – meaning there will be at least a further 170 to come on line;

· the Trust school model is being heavily encouraged and, taking into account Foundation and Voluntary Aided schools, it is a reasonable assumption that in five years’ time there will be very few community schools.  So the vast majority of schools will each be their own admissions authority;

· federations and chains of state schools are developing and, under National Challenge, being incentivised.

· Progress, the Labour think-tank, is proposing that the supply of school places be opened up to competition in areas where either a prescribed proportion of parents fail to achieve their first preference for a school and/or a prescribed proportion of schools (and school places) fail to achieve a minimum level of attainment.
At the same time partnership working is gathering momentum and schools working together systematically add great value (cf chapter 3 of Achieving more together). So we can also anticipate more school-to-school collaboration arising from:

· the 14-19 diploma and curriculum agenda;

· school improvement developments, where there is increasing evidence that pairing high performing and low performing schools in a systematic way provides the fastest and most sustainable route to improved performance (cf Schools leading schools). This will be reinforced by the growing role of school chains – described above.  Even the Opposition is promising that the independence for their New Academies is accompanied by a commitment to support a school in trouble.
· the Every Child Matters agenda (including behaviour and extended schools issues) and the need to address the wellbeing of all the children in an area;

· efficiency pressures and the need for schools to collaborate on back office, procurement and maintenance functions, the employment of support and specialist staff and the development and provision of ICT; and
· clustering of primary schools – either with each other or with secondaries – to provide stronger strategic leadership and access to a broader range of skills and support.
Neither of these agendas is going to go away.  So the question becomes how do we reconcile them and enable them to complement rather than contradict each other.  There are no easy answers but the way forward lies in:

· developing debate and understanding – society (as well more effective education) is demanding ever greater personalisation and empowerment. We also need to look outside education at how other sectors try to combine competition and collaboration – cf chapter 5 of Achieving more together. The bank crisis illustrates when competitive institutions fail to collaborate – LIBOR rises and liquidity dries up.
· getting regulation right – the Progress proposals, for example, balance the move to wards greater competition with the introduction of a regulator (merging the offices of the schools’ adjudicator and schools’ commissioner) to look at the form and scope of competition in any particular area. We also need a clearer and more enforceable framework on admissions with incentives to have a balanced intake.
· sorting out accountability – current systems tend to reward the performance of institutions working alone rather than in partnership.  The new balanced scorecard and revised inspection system need to incentivise and reflect both the ‘stand-alone’ performance of a school or college and their contribution to a wider partnership;

· reforming funding to provide stronger incentives to collaborate – for example National Strategies could be wound up and improvement funding could be channeled through local school improvement partnerships.

Leadership for competition and collaboration

During the last 25 years, we have seen a move through a period of policy-driven competition between schools towards more of a culture of collaboration and partnership. But the drivers of competition have never disappeared and school leaders must learn to live with both competition and collaboration.

The move, during the same period, from a head-centric style of leadership to distributed leadership is here to stay, however.

In addition to the probable future influences outlined above, we are likely to see

· more all-through schools, offering great opportunities for curriculum and pastoral continuity;

· more special schools and behaviour units as part of local federations;

· more varied governing bodies, and more single governing bodies of federated schools;

· a spectrum of federation arrangements of different types;

· each school in several different partnerships – (but will here be a core partnership of local schools?)

· 14 to 19 partnerships dominated by big FE colleges unless schools collaborate effectively (cf USA and Europe);

· more Trust schools, with the trusts deed cementing partnerships;

· groups of schools, rather than local authorities, co-coordinating local services and commissioning services from other bodies. Some of these will be chains of schools under a single over-arching body.

The consequences of these developments for school leadership are likely to include:

· broader senior leadership teams, each including several people without qualified teacher status;

· admissions co-ordination becomes more important;

· a much diminished role for the local authority;

· growth in importance of governing body (but a big learning journey for governors);

· the need for a regulator;

· local protocols developed for the areas of competition;

· local agreements of ways of working together – the ground rules of partnership;

· learning will be the most significant focus of collaboration – cf. the four deeps – some new ideas will be developed in one partnership school, some in another – by agreement;

· shared CPD – on teaching and learning – will be especially important; subject departments developing together, as well as joint groups on bespoke subjects, such as student voice;

· academy level pay?

· academy-type conditions of service?

and, on wider leadership (‘system’ leadership): 

· school-to-support is embedded as the basis for school improvement;

· growth of a range of inter-school roles to fit the demands of different types of partnership;

· leadership of collaboratives demanding a different leadership style;

· new appointment process for heads – as leaders of a single school and co-leaders of education in the area;

· new leadership career structure, with wider leadership at the top.

There is no specific utopian final destination for this work. But, like the early American leaders, good leadership will be in getting all the troops heading west, as a team, in the same direction, to a better future for all our young people.

Robert Hill and John Dunford
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