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Briefing for MSPs: Education Governance Next Steps

15th June 2017

Key Points
· The attainment gap will not be closed by a narrow focus on classroom based education.  A multi-agency, holistic approach which puts the child at the centre is needed to address all of the contributing factors which influence attainment. 
· COSLA members are committed to moving regional collaboration forward in co-production with the Scottish Government, building on the existing cross-border and cross-interest collaboration which already occurs between local authorities.  

· Education professionals, support staff and parents have been clear that they see the role which Local Authorities play as essential – to provide support and challenge, while ensuring continuous improvement and development.

· There is no evidence that governance structures are a barrier to addressing the attainment gap and improving the delivery of education.  
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Funding of education is inherently complex and COSLA would caution any attempt to simplify funding to a school-by-school formula.  This would go against the grain of a whole system approach and would be contrary to maximising financial efficiencies.

Introduction

1. Local Authorities play a fundamental role in the lives of children and young people in Scotland: their role as education authority is legislatively bound
 with wider responsibilities for children’s and family services, and underpinned by Getting It Right For Every Child (GIRFEC).  
2. The Convention of Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA) is the national voice for local government in Scotland.  While COSLA fully supports the aims of improving raising attainment and ensuring every child is nurtured to achieve their potential, we have serious concerns about the premise of this governance review which focuses entirely on education rather than a whole system approach. Local Government are focusing on improving performance in education in the communities we are elected to represent and have made this goal a priority over the next few years.    
Improving Attainment and Reducing Inequality

3. COSLA shares the aim to reduce inequality and improve educational outcomes for children and young people in Scotland.  Every child should be supported to achieve their potential.  However, there is a strong body of evidence that attainment cannot be improved by schools alone.

4. Children do not come to the classroom equal in opportunity.  As much of 80% of a child’s performance is attributable to factors out of school
 – the influence of parents (including parental expectation), the family and neighbourhood environments cannot be understated.  This differential can begin pre-birth through maternal health and lifestyle choices, with further impacts during early childhood when cognitive development is rapid.  By age 5, the gap between children from low-income and high-income families can be 10-13 months.
  
5. The school environment – however good - cannot "fix" the environment in which some children live. A multi-agency, holistic approach which puts the child at the centre is needed to bring services together to address all of the contributors to attainment.  In real terms, this means that where a child or young person needs extra support – either as a result of additional support needs, vulnerability, disadvantage or English as a second language – the starting point is to assess that child’s needs together as agencies: social work, health, the third sector and more. occupational therapists, physiotherapists, speech and language therapists, specialist disability workers, dieticians, family support workers and the third sector all have the potential to become involved.   

6. To take forward a governance review based on the assumption that attainment is a school-based issue creates a separate silo in policy and practice which is at odds with the move towards collaborative working between services and agencies as required by GIRFEC, and could conversely work to widen the gap.

Regional Collaboration
7. COSLA members are committed to moving regional collaboration forward in co-production with the Scottish Government, building on the existing cross-border and cross-interest collaboration which already occurs between local authorities. Moving forward, Local Authorities will embrace further collaboration but within a framework which acknowledges and is agile to the reality of what works.  
8. We will continue our collaborative approach to developing a workable model with key partners over the summer months.
Devolved Accountability

9. There is no evidence that governance structures are a barrier to addressing the attainment gap and improving the delivery of education.  

10. While headteachers and teachers appreciate the level of responsibility and flexibility around funding within their schools afforded to them already by Devolved School Management and in the design of Curriculum for Excellence, their talents and motivation are for leading the learning of children and young people, and they are clear that this should remain the primary focus of their role.  
11. The current structure supports this.  Education professionals, support staff and parents appreciate the essential role which Local Authorities play in complement to school-level responsibilities:

· the support and challenge function, which is fundamental to continuous improvement and development; 
· the provision of, amongst other services, school catering, cleaning, legal, human resource and ICT; 
· the central organisation of children’s and family services which schools can easily utilise; and 
· local accountability both at officer and elected member level.
12. COSLA fully endorse the principle of democratic subsidiarity - decisions must be taken as close as possible to the communities which are affected by them.  However, this is only democratic if those decisions are taken by representatives who have been democratically elected to take those decisions on behalf of their whole community and to be held accountable for them.  
13. There is a real risk that by “devolving accountability” as described in the consultation document, we allow unelected officials to take significant decisions on behalf of communities who already struggle to be heard: that the voice of vulnerable and chaotic households who are disinclined to engage will be drowned out by articulate and involved parents from more affluent areas.  This could work to widen the divide between the most and least well off in our society and, ultimately, it will be the most vulnerable children and young people who suffer the consequences.
14. There must be a mechanism for the perspective of vulnerable households to be represented when those households are disinclined to represent themselves through barriers both real and perceived.  This is currently achieved at Local Authority level through the understanding of these families and communities built in delivering a multiplicity of services for them.
Finance
15. The financing of education is inherently complex and COSLA would caution any attempt to simplify funding to a school-by-school formula.  This would go against the grain of a whole system approach and would be contrary to maximising financial efficiencies.  Collective savings which are currently possible on a local authority-wide basis could not be achieved at individual school level and the role of local authorities in providing essential support could be put at risk.

16. To add another layer of bureaucracy in the accountability for further devolved funding flies in the face of prioritising a focus on learning and teaching.  
Conclusion

17. COSLA believes that the interests of children and young people should be at the centre of this debate: this requires active recognition of the interconnectivity of services supporting children and young people which cannot be achieved by a focus on schools alone.  The Christie principles of prevention and early intervention mean that synergy between pre-school, school, and out-of-school learning is crucial.  Consideration must be given to ensuring any forward approach includes early years and out of school support for families – including from health, social work, the third sector and more – alongside classroom learning.

18. Education is a critical component of modern children’s services but it must be considered as only one element of a multifaceted picture.  COSLA, as the national voice for local government in Scotland, is committed to improving education alongside other children’s services to ensure we improve outcomes for the lives of every child and young person in our communities.  We are clear that a governance review of classroom learning will not achieve this.  
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