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1. What is a ‘Trust Federation’ ?

Lewisham Local Authority is encouraging three schools - Addey and Stanhope, Crossways and Deptford Green - to become a ‘hard federation’ with a single governing body.
A proposal to create stronger links between schools through such a ‘hard’ federation (rather than a ‘soft’ federation where the schools keep their own governing bodies) would need careful discussion as federation arrangements can have advantages and disadvantages.
Creating the ‘Goldsmiths Education Partnership’ would mean a lot more than just linking three schools together. The schools would form a ‘Trust federation’ together  with Goldsmiths and, according to the Trust consultation paper, probably “an additional partner   from the public or private sector” as well.
Creating such a Trust is a major change that will have a significant impact on schools, including other schools in the borough, staff, parents and the local community. 

Creating a ‘Trust’ would mean that the Partnership: 
· becomes the employer of staff, not the Council; 

· can set its own admissions arrangements;

· holds the land and assets of the schools on trust;
· appoints a majority of the  governing body (see ‘Who will be in charge of the Federation?’ below).
The idea of ‘Trust Schools’ was one of the most controversial parts of the Education and Inspections Act 2006, introduced while Tony Blair was Prime Minister. Lewisham’s present Labour Mayor and Lead member for Children’s Services seems to share that ideological commitment to Trusts. 

Deptford Green and Crossways would permanently cease to be ‘community schools’ where the Local Authority is their employer. Only the governors who created the trust could decide to remove it – not the Local Authority, even if a new Council opposed Trusts.
2. Who will be in charge of the Federation ?
Currently, Deptford Green and Crossways schools are legally ‘community schools’. The elected Local Authority decides staff conditions and the admission procedures like the banding arrangements in place in Lewisham. As a ‘voluntary-aided’ school, Addey & Stanhope governors have also decided to abide by these arrangements too.

However, if they become part of a Trust, the new governing body will have the power to change staff conditions and school admission arrangements. Yet the law allows these increased powers to come with less accountability to the community, parents and staff. 

The legislation allows Trusts to appoint a majority or minority of the governing body. The Goldsmiths proposal has chosen to use the least democratic of these options. 
The consultation paper states that, “The Goldsmiths Education Partnership would nominate a majority of the governors”. Elected representatives would be replaced – and permanently outvoted – by appointed governors.
Governors elected by parents will be replaced by parents appointed by the Trust. The ‘Parents Council’, set up to consult with parents, would have no real powers. There is also likely to be less staff representation as well, despite the governing body covering several schools.

So if the Trust has a majority, who will run the Trust? The full consultation papers says there will be six trustees, plus either one or two from the, as yet unnamed, ‘additional partner’. Goldsmiths will nominate three of those trustees ‘in perpetuity’, the schools one each initially – but, if they resign, the federated governing body decides their replacement, not individual schools. 
In short, control over the appointment of the majority of the governors, and so control over curriculum matters, admission arrangements and staffing conditions would lie with appointees nominated by Goldsmiths and the other external partner. 

3. Is a Trust the best option for local children ?
The Trust proposal lacks any explanation or detail of how being a Trust will benefit students. What changes would take place? Couldn’t stronger links happen without going through the expense and effort of being a Trust? What exactly would Goldsmiths offer our students that it couldn’t offer if we weren’t in a trust? Those calling for the Trust need to explain a lot more about how they believe new structures would really raise achievement  - rather than just rhetoric about how it might.

The proposal does not evaluate current good practice from the current ‘soft’ Crossways federation. If the effectiveness of the current system has not been analysed and if we don’t properly consider first what is and isn’t working at the moment, then what is to stop the Trust repeating any mistakes and ending in failure? 

There is no evidence that soft federations do not work. With the goodwill of the governors, management and staff, a soft federation can succeed. Neither is there evidence that developing Trusts and Academies benefits teaching and learning in schools. For example, a major recent Nuffield review concluded that ‘school diversity lowers standards and raises costs’ (TES, 12 June 2009).
Trusts create many potential dangers for local children. Giving away the democratic control that parents and the community have on Governing Bodies could end up with schools having more power to choose the students they want - not the other way round. 
4. But aren’t the Trust guaranteeing that existing banding arrangements will stay in place?

The consultation document promises “the admissions criteria for the three schools will not change at all”. But who can be sure that commitment will be kept in future? 
Once the schools become part of a Trust federation, they take charge of their own admissions policy. When the pressure is on to ‘compete’ with other federations, early reassurances about area-wide banding can be dropped.

The only real way to guarantee that the schools retain a comprehensive admissions policy is for them to stay the same status as they are now, rather than form a Trust.
5. How would the Trust affect other schools in Lewisham ?

Up to now, Lewisham schools have not been fragmented into Trusts or Academies as much as some Authorities. However, if the Goldsmiths Trust proposal is agreed, the balance would change dramatically. The future of all Lewisham’s community schools would be under threat. 
Malory and St.Joseph’s have already become Academies outside Local Authority control. Crofton (now as Ladywell Fields) has become federated with Prendergast who also plan to run the ‘New Secondary School’ planned for the Lewisham Bridge site. For now Ladywell Fields’ status has not changed but this federation could easily become another ‘Leathersellers/Prendergast’ Trust if it felt that it had to compete with a new ‘Goldsmiths Trust’. Other schools might feel they had to follow the same route too.
Primary schools could also be affected. Monson School has already become part of Aske’s Hatcham College, and Knight’s is also seeking to take over a local primary too. The Goldsmiths Trust may plan similar links as well. Again, there is no evidence to show this approach works.
Instead of all schools working together as part of one Local Authority to meet the needs of all students, it is inevitable that Trusts would put their interests first in order to attract a more able pupil intake than other schools. But such a competition for pupils is bound to create ‘winners’ as well as ‘losers’ with some succeeding at other’s expense. Such competition offers no solution. 
OECD national studies have repeatedly shown that school systems are more effective where there are fewer inequalities between schools. Student achievement will show the greatest increase if all schools in an area collaborate, rather than if the schools compete 
Opposing the Goldsmiths Trust proposal is vital if the drive towards the complete fragmentation of locally accountable schools in Lewisham is to be stopped. 
6. Doesn’t TUPE protect staff conditions?

The TUPE regulations protect the conditions of staff who transfer over at the beginning of the Trust – but not the conditions of future employees. Again, when the pressure is on to ‘compete’ when budgets are tight, the Trust can decide to use its powers to set different staff conditions. Instead of being part of Authority-wide negotaiations, conditions could be set differently in each Trust and Academy, making it much harder to oppose.
Conditions also aren’t just about what’s written on paper, it’s about the approach taken by management. Working for a Trust with external partners looking to ‘innovate’ is bound to mean more pressure on staff.
The proposal also talks about making ‘economies of scale’ as ‘public service budgets come under pressure’. In other words, the Trust is already planning to restructure posts and cut jobs across the federation.
7. But isn’t a Trust better than an Academy?

Some supporters of the Trust are arguing that it is better to become a Trust rather than an ‘Academy’. At least Trusts are funded through the Local Authority rather than directly from Government like Academies. 

Surely, these are false choices. It’s like asking whether it’s best to be mugged or just robbed - neither is an option you would choose! 

Both Trusts and Academies are part of the same agenda to break up Local Authority schooling. 

A Conservative Government may try to push more schools to become Academies but current Conservative policy changes at such a rate that it would be madness to jump into a Trust when the future is so unclear.

In any case, becoming a Trust wouldn’t be any defence. The opposite is true. The more that Local Authorities that have been fragmented, the easier it will be for a future Government to go further. 
The only way to defend comprehensive Local Authority schooling is to oppose the spread of Trusts and Academies now – and under any Government.
8. So does Goldsmiths’ Department of Educational Studies support the proposal?

The Trust plans to strengthen links with Goldsmiths’ Department of Educational Studies, which certainly has a justifiable reputation for educational expertise and supporting comprehensive schools. But take note of what their research says on the matter - that the case for school improvement via the setting up of Trusts has not been shown. That’s why the plans are strongly opposed by staff in the Educational Studies department.

The Trust proposal is being pushed not by the Education Department at Goldsmiths, but by Goldsmiths management.
9. So what other choice is there for the schools?

Some Governors may have been encouraged to look at the Trust proposal as a genuine way to improve teaching and learning at their schools. But, while the dangers are clear, there is no solid evidence for the educational benefits of the Trust being put forward by its supporters.
A Trust is not necessary to make some of the educational changes suggested, such as sharing practice across schools and drawing on each school’s strengths and weaknesses. The schools already innovate across several areas including Gifted and Talented provision and Science provision. A good Local Authority should be looking how to better promote that kind of genuine partnership, not encouraging Trusts.

Some supporters of the Trust have, with honesty, explained that the Trust might help the schools ‘keep a more comprehensive intake’ against the competition from Haberdashers and Prendergast schools, particularly when schools like Deptford Green do not get their full allocation of the most able ‘Band 1A’ pupils.

But many other schools in borough have the same problem with attracting 1A pupils, despite the banding arrangements. One solution might indeed be for all schools to become Trusts and try and attract 1As at other schools’ expense and the devil take the hindmost.

But why go down such a destructive route? After all schools like Sydenham and Forest Hill that do fill all their allocated band of 1As aren’t Trusts or Academies! 

The best solution is for all schools to be part of a Local Authority which demands that no school takes more than their fair share of able pupils – like Hatcham Aske’s Academy and Prendergast Hilly Fields do at present.
10. Can we trust this ‘independent’ consultation?
This debate is so important for the future of Lewisham schools, that we would hope that everyone would accept that a full and proper debate needs to be held before decisions are taken. 
That’s why staff and unions wrote to governors asking that “well-advertised public meetings should be held as part of any consultation with speakers presenting views both for and against the proposals on the platform”. Instead, the only public event organised so far is a ‘drop-in’ event where there will be no real debate. That’s why opponents of the Trust are organising their own meeting at the same time so that opposing views can be heard.
We are also demanding governors conduct a ballot of parents before taking any decision on Trust status. This is the most democratic way to ensure the school reflects what students and their families really want.

Unfortunately, the consultation isn’t likely to be open and impartial. The “Innovation Unit”, supposedly an ‘independent organisation’ commissioned to analyse consultation responses, ideologically supports the Trust agenda and is presumably being well-funded to help make sure the proposal succeeds. 

Lewisham Local Authority and the consultants, along with the Trust’s supporters in the management of some of the schools and Goldsmiths, may fear a full and open debate about the pros and cons of the Trust plan. The opponents of the Trust proposal do not. We hope that governors will listen and reject this damaging plan.
11. So why should Governors reject the Trust ?

What we want is the best for the children of Lewisham. 
We believe that:
· There is no evidence that Trusts benefit teaching and learning in schools. 
· Trust schools would put their own interests ahead of the interests of other schools in a local authority, leading to further polarisation between schools.

· Trusts encourage further fragmentation of the education service - and its staff and unions. 

· Trusts are driven by an ideology which seeks to replace democratically accountable Local Authority services with services run by private interests.
We think that:
· Encouraging informal partnerships between Universities and schools can enhance what we offer to students and allow us to innovate – but in a way that students can benefit whilst allowing parents, staff and the community to retain democratic control.
· Governors should evaluate what works in the current ‘soft federation’ and innovate from there. Make the changes necessary to improve what is currently on offer and raise achievement for our students.
· Building strong community schools across all of our Borough, fully supported by the Local Authority and elected representatives, will ensure more students achieve their potential in Lewisham. Let’s continue to build on Lewisham’s success stories in education, raising standards and improving school facilities not by fragmenting and complicating our school system and making them undemocratic and unaccountable.
· There are more important issues in secondary schools for staff and Governors to be working and spending money on such as ensuring high quality education for students rather than developing half baked and bureaucratic ideas about Trusts.
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