


SUNDERLAND SCHOOLS FORUM

Minutes of the Meeting Held on Friday 20th October 2023 at 8.30 am

	School Forum Member Attendance 

	Voting

	

	Michael Hartnack - Chair
	Maintained Primary – Governor

	Audrey Bolam
	Academy Primary, Infants and Juniors

	Andrew Carr
	Academy Secondary and All Through

	Andy Lewis
	Teacher Associations

	Ann Blakey
	Maintained Faith School Headteacher/Representative

	Colin Devlin
	Academy Secondary and All Through

	Caroline Grantham
	Representing Donna Walker
Maintained Pupil Referral Service Headteacher

	Paula Hegarty
	Academy Secondary and All Through

	Catherine Jones
	Maintained Primary School Headteacher South

	Dean Juric
	Academy Secondary and All Through

	John Lines
	Academy Primary, Infants and Junior

	David Martin
	Private, Voluntary & Independent Nurseries

	Joanne Maw
	Academy Secondary and All Through

	Emma Monaghan
	Academy Primary, Infants and Junior

	Karen Raine
	Representing Mick Little
Academy Special

	Lauren Reeves
	Academy Primary, Infants and Junior

	James Waller
	Maintained Special School Teacher

	Ruth Whiteside
	Academy Primary, Infants and Junior

	

	Non-Voting


	Sara Bainbridge
	Maintained Primary Schools Washington

	Simon Marshall
	TfC Director of Education

	Deborah Orr
	TfC Head of Accounting & Finance

	Steve Renwick
	TfC Director of Finance

	Kimberley Richardson
	TfC Strategic Service Lead - Education

	Lisa Wood
	Maintained Primary Headteacher North

	Cllr Linda Williams
	Lead Member Children’s Services

	
	

	Zena Wilkinson
	Schools Forum Clerk



	School Forum Non Member Attendance

	Sarah Chapman
	Balmoral Learning Trust Director of Financial Ops

	Debra Dixon
	TfC Team Manager, Management Accounting Team

	John Hope
	TfC Technical Accountant Education Funding

	Emma Leech
	TfC Finance Business Partner

	Leigh Morris
	TfC Team Manager, School Finance

	Emma Nolan
	TfC Finance Business Partner

	Pamela Robertson
	TfC Strategic SEND Lead

	Jill Wilson
	TfC Finance Business Partner

	
	



	
	
	Agreed Action

	23/55
	Review of the Effectiveness of Schools Forum

This item of business was not considered within the meeting.

	

	23/56
	Election of Chair and Vice Chair

MH put forward a proposal to defer this item of business until the meeting, scheduled for 23rd November 2023, as this meeting would be held face to face. 

Members RESOLVED:
· To accept the proposal to defer the election of Chair and Vice Chair. 

	

Clerk

	23/57
	Consideration of New Appointments

Members were advised that the following nominations had been proposed by the respective Headteacher Cluster meetings:

· Audrey Bolam (Headteacher, Oxclose Primary Academy) – Academy Primary, Infant & Juniors
· John Lines (Headteacher, Columbia Grange School) – Academy Primary, Infant & Juniors
· Lauren Reeves (Business Manager, Vision Learning Trust) – Academy Primary Infant & Juniors
· Ruth Whiteside (Headteacher, Barnes Infant Academy) – Academy Primary, Infant & Juniors
· Colin Devlin (Headteacher, Kepier Academy) – Academy Secondary and All Through

Members accepted the proposal.

SM stated that he believed this evidenced that the individual Headteacher Cluster Meetings had discussed representation on the School Forum.  MH agreed, stating that as Chair he had wanted to ensure an open and transparent process was in place and extended his thanks to colleagues for the work undertaken.

MH explained that the role of the members of the School Forum was to look at the holistic future of provisions across the City.  

Members RESOLVED:
· To accept the proposed appointments for Mrs Bolam, Mr Lines, Mrs Reeves, Mrs Whiteside and Mr Devlin, with immediate effect.

	

	23/58
	Welcome, Introductions and Apologies

MH welcomed everyone to the meeting.

The Clerk advised that apologies for absence had been submitted by Mr Airey, Mrs Walker (Caroline Grantham was in attendance to represent Mrs Walker), Mrs Hope, Mr Little (Karen Raine was in attendance to represent Mr Little), Mr Smith and Mr Wilson.

The Clerk confirmed a quorum was present and the meeting could proceed to business.

	

	23/59
	Declarations of Interest

Members NOTED:
· There were no declarations of interest in relation to the business to be considered within the meeting. 
· Declarations could be made throughout the meeting, if appropriate.

	

	23/60
	Minutes of Previous Meeting

Members RESOLVED:
· To accept the minutes of the Schools Forum held 6th July 2023 as a true record.

	

	23/61
	Matters Arising from the Meeting/Action Log

23/34 Election of Chair & Vice Chair

Members noted this item of business had been deferred to the November 2023 meeting.

· Review of Behaviour Support Services

MH queried if the commissioned review of the Behaviour Support Service had been taken forward.  SM confirmed that it had been completed and would be presented to the Link School Governing Board for consideration in relation to the next steps.  
MH questioned if this linked to the issues experienced in relation to the increase in permanent exclusions.  SM agreed to verify whether or not this issue had been taken into consideration within the review.  MH acknowledged that there had been a significant number of permanent exclusions during 2022/2023.  SM confirmed this statement, advising that he believed the service provision review was focused on the practicalities of the service provision rather than permanent exclusions.

23/47 Matters Arising from the Meeting/Action Log

· Action Log:

MH confirmed that copies of the Action Log had been circulated.

· Nursery Rates:

MH queried if the fact nursery provisions were required to pay business rate charges had been investigated.  JH advised that he had investigated this in relation to other Local Authorities: 10 out of the 150 Local Authorities included nurseries within their business rate rebate programme but this was met through a top sliced sum from funding.  JH advised information would be shared with Nursery Headteachers via JHe.  MH requested clarification about whether this was a positive or negative outcome for nursery provisions.  JH confirmed that the information gathered was not beneficial as it would not benefit the nursery provisions.  

MH questioned whether investigations had been undertaken to ascertain whether nursery provisions were exempt from business rates.  LM advised that it was unlikely that nursery provisions were exempt from business rate charges, explaining that exemption was dependent on characteristics, exampling special educational establishments were exempt.  LM explained that the initial query was in relation to the fact that schools received a rate refund from the Department for Education, whereas nursery provision did not.  

· Birth Rates

MH advised members that AR had requested this item of business be deferred until November 2023.  MH noted that this was the second time this item of business had been deferred and SM confirmed he would liaise with AR and ensure the report was available for presentation at the November meeting.

· Dedicated School Grant Outturn 2022/2023 and Budget 2023/2024

SM confirmed that commissioning arrangements were implemented to verify best practice in relation to placement.

· High Needs Block (HNB)

SGR advised that he had not had capacity to complete an analysis of the HNB funding positions for LA’s, due to other priorities.  SGR stated that in terms of the HNB funding positions he believed Sunderland had a slightly lower deficit that other Local Authorities.

PR advised members that the current Delivery Better Value (DBV) project would was coming to its end and a further grant submission application would be made in November 2023.  PR highlighted that the maximum funding allocation was £1m which would need to be used for specific projects.  

PR stated that in terms of output she did not believe there would be any surplus funding: PR explained that the number of Education Health Care (EHC) plans being awarded was increasing but highlighted that unit costs had not increased, which was not unusual in terms of both national and regional unit costs.  PR informed members that the key area was the increasing percentage of pupils in specialist placements, both maintained and external provisions.  

PR advised that an engagement event had been scheduled to identify the focus for the next DBV funding proposals, which would be around key areas of pressure: PR shared that she believed this could include transition points, exampling moves from nursery provisions to Reception and Primary to Secondary schools.
MH advised that he believed the purpose was to acknowledge the pressures being experienced but to benchmark Sunderland against other local authorities.

SM shared that the DBV programme was a DfE initiative to enable LA’s to evaluate whether or not they were delivering better value.  SM stated that in terms of other best value initiatives, for example transport, he believed it would be beneficial for this forum to receive separate feedback.  SM advised members that some of the data gathered in terms of the DBV initiative was interesting, exampling the increasing numbers of pupils with additional needs.

SM explained that the DBV project was designed for all LA’s, across the Country, and explained that the funding was allocated through a banding process: exampling LA’s in significant financial difficulties were placed within Tranche 1 and Sunderland was in Tranche 3.    

SM stated that it was difficult to make benchmarking comparisons with other LA’s because of differences, exampling demographics.  SM explained that although SGR may be able to provide some benchmarking data he believed there was a need to acknowledge that these would not be based on like for like.

SGR reported that Sunderland were amongst the LA’s with the lowest unit costs and assured members that there was no complacency.

JW stated that from a shop floor perspective there were statistics available for specialist provisions and resources, which identified that the average budget deficit was £175,000, with an expectation for the deficit to move toward £250,000 next year.  JW stated that he believed Sunderland were in a significantly better position that some local authorities.

MH stated that he believed cascading this information to colleagues would be beneficial.

23/48 Feedback from Short Life Working Groups

· School Transport

KR reported that the project to review transport options was progressing, in terms of identifying alternative transport methods.  KR explained that there had been an increase in the resources allocated toward independent travel but some proposals had been deferred until Spring 2024, exampling cycling.  MH recommended a further meeting was scheduled with ML and KR agreed to take this action forward.

SM advised members that he had attended a meeting with the Joint Leadership Council and a bid was to be submitted to secure a specialised mini bus which could transport wheelchairs.  SM explained that, if successful, the mini bus would replace some of the current transport arrangements but there were a number of areas which needed to be clarified in the first instance, exampling actual financial costs, the potential impact on the green accreditation and community involvement:  SM explained that the green accreditation was around improving the City’s carbon footprint.  SM stated that there would be a need to demonstrate the impact of procuring a specialised mini bus but also consideration was needed in relation to how this could potentially be scaled up.  SM stated that he believed going forward this proposal may feed into the long term strategy for transport and stated that the Transport Teams involvement in this project was invaluable.  MH acknowledged that the rising transport costs (which was approximately £3m) needed to be addressed over the coming year.

JW shared that he believed specialised transport was an area which needed to be considered in more detail, explaining that transport providers across the City were unable to transport children in wheelchairs.  JW explained that at the current time his educational established were using their own mini buses but this was not sustainable because of the driving regulations for mini buses.  SM agreed, stating that he was aware that similar issues were being encountered within Adult Services.  PH shared that her educational establishment also provided provisions for children with physical disabilities and they were finding that there were no transport options available.  PH thanked SM for including this focus within the transport review.  SGR stated that one of the big areas of risk for wheelchair users was the homogenous design of transport.

SGR advised that he had held discussions with North East Ambulance Service representatives about the potential use of their transport, sharing that Paul Tomlin would be making contact to ascertain whether this was a potential option.  MH stated that he believed this was an example of creativity, which could improve efficiencies.

23/53 Consilium Evolve

MH noted that the initial forum at Consilium Evolve had been cancelled and queried if the forum could be rescheduled.  KR confirmed it could and agreed to liaise with Mr Byrne.  KR shared that there had been media interest in Consilium Evolve (which was broadcast on the One Show), stating that this was good recognition for the City.  
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	23/62
	Feedback from Short Life Working Groups

· Inclusion Working Group (IWG)

KR reported that the IWG was proving positive and work was ongoing.  KR explained that a Forward Plan had been drafted about how to tackle the challenges currently being faced and explained that it had been agreed the next IWG meeting would focus on a single item of business (risk around transition) as it had been identified that issues were having a long term impact.  KR explained that it was hoped to draft a City wide transition strategy.

KR acknowledged that the number of permanent exclusions during 2022/2023 was extremely high, highlighting that even at this early period in a new academic year alternative provisions were full.  KR advised members that to date there had been more permanent exclusion implemented during 2023/2024 than during the same period in 2022/2023.  KR explained that exacerbated behaviours and attitudes appeared to have heightened again and attempts were being made to try to ascertain the reason for this, although it was acknowledged that this had been impacted by multi factorial issues.

SM requested members to consider a proposal to increase the current staffing resources within the Access and Inclusion Team, explaining that there were currently 1.5 Team members and they were unable to provide the service provision they would like to.  SM explained that there was no internal funding for this provision, therefore there would be a need to submit a funding request to the School Forum.  SM stated that he believed the team needed to be increased by 1 staff member, advising that KR would draft a proposal for consideration at the next meeting.

MH acknowledged that some schools may be implementing permanent exclusions at a higher rate than others and queried if this had been informally addressed.  KR provided assurance that procedures were in place, explaining that this was part of the Access and Inclusion Teams role, together with what support could be offered from TfC.

MH queried if managed moves were being considered to try to negate the need to implement permanent exclusions, stating that if so he believed it would be beneficial to receive an overview of whether or not this option was beneficial.  KR explained that the suspension and permanent exclusion landscape had changed and schools were no longer able to implement managed moves on a temporary basis to ascertain whether the pupil would settle.  KR explained that the legislation had been changed to detail that managed moves were permanent changes, which required more detailed consideration on the part of the school receiving the pupil.  KR stated that she believed, across the City, colleagues were good at collectively supporting each other.

KR advised members that the Behaviour and Inclusion Forums were an opportunity for open discussion on how issues could be addressed but reiterated the fact that the situation was complicated as managed moves were no longer an option.

CD shared that he had looked into the potential reasons for the increasing number of permanent exclusions and highlighted that a lot of service provisions, which could provide intervention and support, were full.  CD stated that this was potentially creating a problem going forward as schools were unable to implement early intervention.  CD acknowledged that there were financial and resource difficulties but questioned if consideration had been given to implement a “think tank” to consider the issues.  SM confirmed there had, explaining that the IWG was stablished but acknowledged the significant challenges being faced.  SM highlighted that the IWG was an open attendance forum.  KR shared that she agreed with CD’s statement about the lack of alternative placement provisions available but shared that she believed Sunderland were fortunate as they actually had more alternative placements available that other local authorities.

KR explained that part of her role was to look at how timely interventions could be implemented and TfC were constantly looking to see what could be implemented to support early intervention.  KR shared that where possible there was a need to try to keep children within mainstream education.  KR acknowledged that there were no quick fixes, stating that she believed good in roads were being made but there was a need to understand the underlying reasons.

MH queried if CD believed the responses provided had answered his queries.  CD acknowledged that his question had been difficult to answer but stated that he believed this had highlighted the importance of good communication.  

PR advised that part of the DBV funding would be used to look at intervention and escalation processes therefore TfC would be looking to work with partners.

EM queried if there were any updates in relation to proposals for the Hetton Nursery resource.  SM advised that he would be presenting proposals for the resource at the next meeting but highlighted that there had been significant cost increases to any projects which were costed in 2022.

· Quality Assurance Processes for Service Providers

SM stated that he believed delivering best value had become a priority across the City, advising that new contractual arrangements were now in place.
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	23/63
	Reports for Discussions and Decision

Members confirmed they had received copies of the following Director of Finance and Director of Finance and Education reports prior to the meeting for consideration:

· Budget Planning Framework 2024/2024
· Dedicated School Grants Update and Projected Outturn 2023/2024
· De-delegation of Trade Union Facility Time

· Birth Rates – Impact on Early Years Schooling

Members NOTED:
· This item of business had been deferred to September 2023.

Members agreed to change the order of business

· Dedicated School Grant Update and Projected Outturn 2023/2024

SGR thanked DD for her diligence in monitoring thew DSG and preparing this report.

SGR reported that the 2023/2024 DSG budget prediction was a deficit of £2,312,236, stating that subsection 2.1 provided the context behind this position.  

SGR advised that the projection included the High Needs Block projected outturn which was a deficit of £2,761,482.  SGR explained that the projected outturn variances, against the budget, included an overspend of £1,849,743 for Residential – Non Maintained Independent placements and £901,872 for additional Top Ups.

SGR reported that the accumulative deficit equated to £6,838,458 and although this was not a comfortable position to be in this was better that most local authorities.

SGR explained that there had been 2 changes, in relation to DBV and SEND, which had highlighted a number of areas which may stem rising costs.  

SGR shared that the Statutory Override for the Dedicated School Grant was in place until 2025/2026 but highlighted that this could be withdrawn which would present a significant challenge.  

SGR stated that he believed the School Forum had undertaken a good role in relation to keeping costs down and extended his thanks to DD for the detailed report presented.

SM shared that when he had initially heard about the DBV funding he had thought this may solve the DSG budgetary issues but highlighted that the funding allocation was a maximum of £1m and the revenue had to be utilised by 2024.  SGR advised that the deadline for the revenue expenditure had was March 2025.  SM stated that the proposal was to look at how this funding could be used to improve practice, which would need to be presented to the School Forum, and members may want to think of options of how this funding could be used towards something that was sustainable and would impact behavioural issues being experienced.  SM stated that he believed there were 2 potential areas to be considered for the funding:

1. What could be done to prevent permanent exclusions.
2. Monitoring the situation in relation to the significant increase in EHC plans.

SGR reported the DSG projections had been discussed with Paul Wilson, Director of Finance at Sunderland City Council, in terms of whether or not he would be happy to go forward with the funding bid and any initiatives the School Forum may propose. 

JW stated that in terms of SM’s comments he believed some of the work identified during previous SF meetings, within mainstream school settings, around SEND (exampling the curriculum) were pilot schemes which the Department for Education (DfE) was tracking to see if it would inform future strategies and SEND plans.  JW explained that the DfE had requested feedback and he would question if this should include an introduction into how this could impact going forward.  JW shared that he believed there was a potential to explore this.  

PR explained that this was one of the areas which she would like to explore during the Stakeholder Event, scheduled for 30th October 2023.  PR extended an open invitation to SF members to attend this event, which was being held in the Main Hall at the Bunny Hill Centre.

MH requested verification that the closing date for funding to be used was March 2025.  SGR confirmed this, explaining that an agreement was sought from the Council’s Director of Finance expand the period to 15 months, rather than 12 months ie start to commit funds in Q4 of 2023/24.

MH queried the proposals going forward for Working Groups.  SM stated that he believed the appropriate Working Groups would be identified from the Stakeholder Event, as this would identify key lines of enquiry.  SM shared that he believed it was important to recognise that a lot of individuals, and organisations, had been involved in the DBV process.

MH extended his thanks to DO for the report presented.

Members RESOLVED:
· To note the Dedicated Schools Grant Update and Project Outturn 2023/2024 Report, as presented.
· Updates, on the DGS 2023/2024 outturn position, would be required at the January 2024 and March 2024 SF meetings.

· Budget Planning Framework 2024/2025

SGR thanked JH for his tenacity in preparing the report and its detailed financial analysis, 

SGR advised that in July 2023 the Education and Skills Funding Agency (ESFA) published provisional National Funding Formula (NFF) allocations: in October 2023 the ESFA discovered technical errors within the formula issued which affected all LA’s nationally and equated to an approximate overfund to Sunderland of £2m.  SGR advised that the ESFA had since issued revised allocations along with corrected factor values.  SGR explained that his report detailed the impact of this change, together with the impact of the proposed 0.5% transfer to the High Needs Block (HNB).  SGR highlighted that page 3 of the report highlighted the changes to the funding formula.

SGR stated that he would like SF members to consider the proposal to transfer 0.5% of the School Block funding to the HNB.

EM advised that this proposal had been considered at the Hetton/Houghton Primary Headteacher Meeting and a number of questions were raised.  EM questioned the longer term strategic plan for HNB funding.  SGR highlighted that one of the difficulties was whether it would be possible to change the trajectory of need and highlighted that the SF had responsibility to consider projected deficits.  SGR highlighted the strictures of the NFF, explaining that this allowed very little latitude to make top slice decisions but assured members that work was being undertaken to try to reduce the expenditure.

EM queried if TfC could approach the ESFA for additional support.  SGR advised that the Finance Team was in contact with the ESFA, and was using local contacts and networks, to lobby for additional funds, sharing that the preference was that this request was submitted collectively.

EM acknowledged that mainstream schools were facing increasing costs to support the needs of pupils with additional needs and queried if the DBV fund would mitigate the 0.5% funding requirement.  SGR stated that he did not believe so, although it may reduce expenditure but there would still be a need to consider how the deficit would be met.

PH shared that the proposal had been discussed within the Secondary Headteacher meeting but a high proportion of secondary schools were members of larger multi academy trusts and they needed to seek guidance from a high level about the proposals.  PH explained the report was circulated late so it was difficult for Headteachers to get answers in time for the meeting and requested that reports were provided earlier to enable approval processes to be taken forward.

PH acknowledged that funding was moving toward the NFF and the fact that secondary schools had faced the brunt of this to help other school colleagues.  PH highlighted that within the context of the funding a number of schools would not be contributing to the 0.5% HNB funding and queried if there was any way these schools could provide a nominal contribution.  JH explained  that one area which had not changed was the minimal funding schools needed to receive (£4,610 per pupil for primary schools and £5,995 per pupil within secondary schools).  JH explained that whatever funding arrangements were implemented the minimal funding levels were protected, which meant some schools could not contribute to the HNB funding.
PH thanked JH for the explanation provided.

MH queried if SF members were in a position to vote on the proposals.  PH confirmed SF members representing Secondary Headteachers were not in a position to put forward a vote.

EM stated that on behalf of the Coalfield Headteachers she would be voting against the proposal.

MH put forward a proposal to defer the proposal to transfer 0.5% of the School Block funding to the HNB until November 2023.  



Members RESOLVED:
· To note the Budget Planning Framework 2024/2025, as presented.
· To defer consideration of the proposal to transfer 0.5% of the School Block funding to the HNB until November 2023.

· De-delegation of Trade Union Facility Time

MH noted that the report detailing the proposal of De-Delegating Trade Union Facility Time had been circulated on 13th October 2023.  

SGR explained that the de-delegation proposal related to maintained primary schools only.

MH noted that the pupil rates were not wholly the remit of the Forum and questioned if appropriate processes had been implemented to verify rates with Trade Union colleagues.  SGR stated that it was his understanding the appropriate processes had been followed but would verify this.  

LM confirmed that the proposal put forward only affected mainstream primary and secondary schools.  The Clerk confirmed the SF representatives entitled to vote in relation to the de-delegation proposals and the appropriate representatives confirmed they were happy to accept the de-delegation proposal, as presented.

Members RESOLVED:
· To note the contents of the De-delegation of trade Union Facility Time report, as presented.
· To approve the de-delegation of Trade Union Facility Time, and rates (on the premise verification was received that the appropriate process for the setting the rates has been followed) for 2024/2025.

· High Needs Block Commissioned Placements 2024/2025

KR requested this item of business be deferred until November 2023.  Members agreed the request.

Members RESOLVED:
· The High needs Block Commissioned Placements 2024/2025 would be considered at the November 2023 meeting.

· Foundation of Light (FoL) Primary Intervention Programme

Members confirmed that they had received a copy of the FoL Primary Intervention Programme Report electronically and, as a decision was required by the end of September 2023, confirmed their agreement to implement an electronic process to verify whether the majority of members accepted the proposal.

KR explained that the service provision would be commissioned between TfC and FoL and would support Key Stage 2 pupils in relation to early interventions for social, emotional and mental health needs.  KR provided and overview of the provision arrangements, explaining that the cost for one of the alternative placements would be £80.00, in line with current alternative placement costs.

Members RESOLVED:
· To confirm their agreement that a decision of whether or not the FoL Primary Intervention Programme proposal could be taken forward could be undertaken electronically.
· To note the majority of Members had accepted the proposal, as presented.
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SGR

	23/64
	Any Other Business

Members NOTED:
· There were no additional items of business to be considered.

	

	23/65
	Date and Time of Next Meeting

Thursday 23rd November 2023 at 8.30 am
Venue:  To be confirmed
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