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Introduction 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
This paper sets out the formal response from the Governing Body of Broomhaugh C. of E. 
First School to Northumberland County Council’s (NCC) consultation on Education in West 
of Northumberland as set out in the current consultation document. 
 
Our vision is to continue providing an outstanding educational experience for 
children at Broomhaugh School, serve our local community as a C. of E. School and 
continue to make an active and constructive contribution to the wider partnership of 
schools in our area.  
 
 

 We entered the consultation process willingly.  
We recognised the very real issues that needed to be considered as a result of the 
withdrawal of Bright Tribe from Haydon Bridge High School (HBHS) and the intention 
of Hadrian Learning Trust (HLT) to propose a move to a two-tier model for its 
schools. We were, and we absolutely remain, willing to do whatever we can to play a 
constructive role in ensuring that the very best and most appropriate solution is found 
to address these issues.  

 

 As Governors our role is to support and challenge. We have an obligation and a 
responsibility to question and seek evidence, not to take things as they are presented 
to us, but to dig below the surface and ensure that decisions and practices are made 
for the right reasons in the right way. This is the approach that we have applied to 
this process of consultation.  

 

 We have also continued to play a supportive role. We have worked hard to 
provide support to parents, teachers and our Head, as well as working closely with 
many other schools, heads and Governors across the partnerships. We have 
supported the Council wherever possible (on the basis that support clearly does not 
mean always agree with). We have taken considerable time and effort to provide 
feedback to the Council at every stage in order to shape this consultation in what we 
believe is the right and most effective way. To challenge, undoubtedly, but also to 
suggest ways of improving the process and the engagement. 

 

 We were encouraged by early statements made by the Council, and Councillor Daley 
in particular, at initial meetings held at Hexham Mart with Heads and Chairs of 
Governors to the effect that: 
 

o We must take politics out of the equation  
o We must put the very best interests of children and local communities first 
o We must seek to create a unique and innovative solution that is designed with 

the needs and opportunities of the local area 
 

However, we have been disappointed with the way the process has unfolded to date 
from that point. We recognise that pragmatism is required to develop a solution, but 
we also believe that principles should play, and clearly be seen to play, a key role as 
well in the design of any changes to the existing system. 
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As Governors of an Outstanding First School, within a partnership of first and middle 
schools and a high school, that has consistently for many years delivered educational 
outcomes for children above the national averages we are open about our current 
support for the three tier system.  
 

 From an educational perspective we believe the current system delivers very strongly 
on the fundamental premise of any educational system – to give children and young 
people the very best educational experiences, to inspire and impart knowledge, to 
build a lifelong love of learning and to instil in individuals the confidence, belief and 
capability to make their mark on the world around them in the most positive way 
possible.  
 

 Research published by the National Middle Schools Forum of GCSE results shows 
that at grade 4 and grade 5 and above, pupils in the Three Tier System schools 
achieve better results than those in Two Tier System schools.  

 

 We also believe education should be about more than just SATS and targets. It 
should be about building confidence, social skills and friendships, fostering a 
nurturing and emotionally supportive environment that takes into account more than 
just their marks in a test. It should be about giving children the right level of attention 
to ensure that every individual child has the best chance possible to succeed in life.  

 

 Evidence of educational success in the current model is everywhere – from 
assessments and outcomes that consistently outperform regional and national 
averages, to the passion for the system and anecdotal feedback from parents year 
on year.  
 

 Much of the current educational success of QEHS is laid in the foundations of the 
current provision from First and Middle Schools across the partnership.  

 

 We also cannot ignore the fact that many parents from outside the prime catchment 
areas choose to send their children to our schools.  

 

 We know from conversations over many years with our parents and those at other 
schools in the community, many young families move to the area specifically citing 
the current system of education provision as a major influencing factor.  

 

 Indeed we have heard it said many times in conversations with parents over the 
course of the last two months that ‘We’d have been better off staying where we were 
if we end up with a massive secondary school and a two-tier system.’  
 

 Vibrant rural communities are dependent on serving the needs of those living there, 
but also in continuing to attract people to the area, with all the resulting economic and 
social benefits. The current three tier system can be seen to some extent as 
providing a ‘competitive advantage’ for the area. 

 
So, yes, on the evidence and experiences we have to date, we do believe in the three-
tier system. And we believe in it for the simple reason that it has been proven to 
deliver the very best educational outcomes to those whom we are all here to serve – 
our children. 
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We will be very clear that we are not opposed to change in and of itself.  
 

 While we may not always agree with the way information has been presented and 
used in the consultation process, we are not blind to the fact that there are 
challenges facing education.  

 

 The truth is that the entire country is facing difficult decisions about education with a 
very high proportion of state run schools and academies facing financial difficulties.  
 

 Recent reports indicate both that HLT’s predicted financial difficulties  are not unique 
(Kreston UK analysis shows 55% of academies were in deficit before capital 
depreciation was taken into account) and that Two Tier is clearly not an answer in 
itself.  

 

 It is clear that academisation has not proved to be the panacea it was promised to be 
and that many questions need to be asked about the viability of the model if it is to be 
genuinely fit for the future. We should be wary of making significant changes to a 
system that is working very well educationally, on a promise of a financial solution 
that appears far from guaranteed based on national evidence. 

 
We accept the premise that some changes may be required across the partnership as 
a whole and we will always consider carefully, constructively, responsibly and with an 
open mind those options that are put to us at each stage of this complex consultation 
process.  
 

 Our responsibility and commitment is to do everything we can to provide outstanding 
education in our school, serve our local community and play an active and 
constructive role in the wider partnership. 
 

 At the moment the three-tier system and the strength of the partnership working in 
Hexham built over many years between Heads, Teachers and schools has shown 
itself to be educationally more than fit for purpose.  
 

 It may ultimately be that in order to respond to the challenges facing schools, 
including consideration of the financial pressures and the issue raised around surplus 
places by Northumberland Council, this needs to change in some way.  
 

 If a convincing argument for change as it might apply across the whole system (not 
just at HLT) can be made, with appropriate evidence and details of the impact of 
proposed changes across all schools, including our own, then we will of course 
consider this carefully and respond appropriately. 

 
What we do not accept is that the decisions made by a small number of individuals at 
Board level within Hadrian learning Trust, which has consistently ignored concerns of 
other school leaders and the local community, while failing to engage fully with all 
schools that will be affected, should be allowed to dictate the future of education 
across the entire West Tyne area of Northumberland for decades to come if this 
proves to be clearly against the wishes of parents, Governors, school leaders, 
teachers and the wider community.  
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And of course if it proves to be against the wishes of the Council.  
 

We refer to Councillor Daley’s statements in the Hexham Courant last year when 
talking about the proposed move to a two-tier system by HLT: 

 
‘Our stance on all schools is that with good leadership and high quality teaching they 
will succeed,” Coun. Wayne Daley said this week. 
 
“We need to try to ensure that there are sufficient good school places in all year 
groups for our children and their families. 
 
“We will be responding to the consultation, but our primary concern is that 
arrangements should deliver the best possible educational environment for pupils 
across Northumberland and we will do all we can to work with and support all the 
bodies involved moving forward.”’ 

 
 

 Sadly, this outcome, where HLT simply decides what happens and effectively 
imposes its will on the rest of the education system, even if the majority view of 
others is a preference to consider alternative options, is exactly what is at risk of 
happening.   

 

 There is nothing wrong in principle with HLT stating a preferred direction of travel. 
However, we believe there is much that is wrong in principle and practice in both how 
it has gone about the process and the fact that it is in clear conflict with the 
preferences of many other schools and parents, yet this has not been taken into 
account in any noticeable or meaningful way.  

 

 To force schools across the area to close and change their structure purely because 
HLT left no other choice on the table would be a sign of weakness in policy and 
leadership and hardly be about putting ‘the best educational environment for children’ 
across West Northumberland at the heart of plans.  

 

 Our concern at the moment is that there appears a very real risk that the best 
educational environment for children may end up being an incidental outcome rather 
than the driving force behind decisions. Unless, the best educational environment is 
to be simplistically judged by what happens at HLT and nothing else. 

 

 The community expressed clear concerns about the role of Bright Tribe and the 
attempt to turn HBHS into an academy. They were not only ignored but also actively 
dismissed by those who claimed to know better.  
 

 The end result is that the concerns of the community have come to fruition and those 
who claimed to be better placed to make the right decision have been shown to have 
made a very bad decision.  

 

 We will never know what might have happened had Bright Tribe not been brought in 
and an alternative approach taken. In the same way concerns were raised across the 
community about the prospect of HLT becoming an academy. That was ignored, it 
has not solved the problem and in fact that decision has directly placed us in the 
complex and unsatisfactory situation in which we now find ourselves.  
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Had HLT not become an academy, the road to a system-wide solution in West 
Northumberland would be looking very different right now and the conversations 
would be taking place in a very different context.  
 

 We know this is not a referendum nor a vote. We know that sometimes the public 
may not be best placed to make the right decisions. That sometimes it is a sign of 
great leadership to make difficult and even unpopular decisions that result in the right 
long-term solution. 

 

 But we also know there is truth in the principle often referred to as the ‘wisdom of the 
crowd’ (and a considerable weight of evidence to support this). Often a general 
consensus should be listened to more closely, because while one individual may not 
have access to everything, collectively there is powerful insight to be gained.  

 

 Effectively allowing a small group of individuals in HLT the right to determine the 
future for everyone risks allowing an echo chamber, a groupthink mentality to make 
what can often be very bad decisions (again the research into the dangers of this 
phenomenon is widespread and readily available).  
 

 Who is challenging HLT? Where is the evidence that they have considered all forms 
of alternatives? Why have they not put options on the table for the community and 
decision makers to consider?  
 

 We all find the evidence to support our beliefs and HLT in its consultation document 
has clearly set itself on a path that bears no challenge or exploration. 

 
For the Council to show leadership would be most welcomed.  
 
For the Council to prove that it still has a viable and sustainable role in shaping the 
future education instead of finding itself forced to take its lead from an academy 
would be most timely.  
 
For the Council to find a way to show that it remains a democratic institution, 
dedicated to overcoming difficult challenges in creative ways to deliver for the 
majority views of the people who brought it to power would be most appropriate. 
 

  



Broomhaugh C. of E. First School 
Formal Response from the Governing Body 

A Consultation about Education in the West of Northumberland 

 

Page 7 of 25 

 

Timescales 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
We have expressed from the start our concerns about the timescales surrounding this 
process. 
 

 We accept that there are some issues that are more pressing than others. And we 
accept that there is a need to provide clarity to parents, teachers and schools within 
an appropriately prompt timescale. We do, however, question the appropriateness of 
current timeframes. 

 
The challenges and situations outlined in the consultation are wide-ranging and 
complex with long-lasting effects – they have not arisen overnight.  
 

 They are the result of many years of policy at national and regional level and patterns 
of social and economic behaviour that take years to form. 

 

 We have concerns that attempting to resolve this within six months overall may be 
both unrealistic and not giving due time to developing a genuinely ‘innovative and 
unique solution’. Our fear is that solutions will be rushed with not enough 
consideration given to a rigorous examination of all options. 

 
We do, unfortunately, consider this process has been inadequately managed in its 
timescales: 
 

 At first meetings with Heads and Chairs an enormous amount of technical 
information was presented. Attendees were given 49 minutes to answer around 20 
questions. These were questions that struck at the heart of all the big issues. Even 
for a single school to answer on its own with any meaningful amount of reflection and 
analysis would take considerably longer, let alone in the context of discussion with a 
number of other schools simultaneously.  
 

 Schools were then given just under a week to respond to the five questions, which 
required additional Governors meetings and was simply not enough time to consider 
the questions to any meaningful level. 
 

 We completely recognise and understand that this is an ‘informal consultation’ stage 
and that this means it is up to NCC as to how to manage the process. However, the 
Department for Education guidance around ‘Opening and Closing Maintained 
Schools’ (April 2016) clearly states: 

 
“Informal / pre consultation. Recommended to last a minimum of 6 weeks. School 
holidays should be taken into consideration and avoided where possible. Likely to be 
no longer than 12 months.” 

 
We do, regrettably, consider it inappropriate that NCC appears to be taking the 
absolute minimum recommended period for informal consultation.  
 
Given the scale of proposed changes and the fact that two of the six weeks (or 33% 
of consultation time allocated in this instance) take place within schools holidays, this 
appears to be in contravention of the spirit if not the absolute letter of the guidance. 
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 NCC has been at pains to consistently highlight a call for alternative solutions and we 
welcome this stated openness to collaboration.  
 

 However, this takes time. Governors have a duty to review the models proposed in 
depth, to discuss internally, to explain and consult with parents, to work together with 
other schools and to write and agree a written response.  
 

 All of this takes a lot of time, particularly when you consider that Heads are already 
incredibly busy and Governors are volunteers. It has been inspiring to see just how 
much time and effort people have been willing to commit to reviewing proposals and 
exploring alternatives, but we do not believe it is possible to come up with robust 
solutions that have been discussed across the partnership in depth within the 
timescales allowed, especially when considering school holidays as a factor. 
 

 The issues outlined affect the partnership as a whole and in reality two partnerships. 
It’s a complex challenge to understand the real root causes of change and come up 
with a unique and innovative solution and we would welcome more time allowed in 
the process to consider this in more depth. 
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The role played in the wider process by HTL  
………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
As summarised above, it is deeply regrettable that we find ourselves in the situation 
we are in with regard to Hadrian Learning Trust and this needs careful consideration 
by NCC, HLT and the Regional Schools Commissioner to ensure that whatever 
solution is reached is one that has the best interests of children and local 
communities at heart and is not driven by one school’s agenda. Especially when the 
proposed solution by that school has been shown nationally to be far from a 
guarantee of success. 
 

 In days gone by the term ‘pyramid’ was used to describe the education system. More 
recently the term used has been ‘partnership’. A subtlety in language perhaps, but 
one that expresses a fundamental difference in ways of viewing the provision of 
education. It is the strength of partnership working by more or less every school that 
has provided strong and successful leadership across schools with outcomes that 
speak for themselves. It is clear from the approach taken by HLT in its consultation 
(and views expressed by leaders of HLT at their drop in session at QEHS that ‘we 
are the biggest school in the area’) that HLT would prefer to wind the clock back and 
see education in the area as a pyramid with themselves at the top. 

 

 However, a pyramid is only as strong as its foundations and these are built in the 
fantastic work done across the partnerships in the years before children arrive at 
QEHS. 

 

 Schools have tried long and hard to work more collaboratively with HLT in preceding 
years, to little or no avail. It is still unclear exactly what the drivers are that result in 
the situation as currently presented. Some simple principles around funding are 
outlined but without the detail we need to robustly and appropriately assess what the 
available alternative options might be.  

 

 We simply do not know what the real truth of the matter is in regards to finances and 
viability at HLT at the moment, because the academy’s consultation document is 
woefully inadequate in this respect and appears based on some assumptions that 
may nor may not match eventual realities. 

 

 Many parents and members of the community have made it clear that they do not 
support a move to two-tier. Schools have not actively requested this shift. 
 

 It is a point for decision makers to reflect on that HLT did not include alternative 
options in its proposal. In all our consultation and conversations we have yet to find 
anyone who believes, based on its stated intentions and past actions, that HLT will 
do anything other than propose a move to two-tier when the consultation is over. 

 
This presents a significant challenge for decision makers, ultimately the RSC.  
 

 Because what is needed is a holistic approach to the entire provision of education. 
That would have been much easier had HLT not become an academy in the first 
place. Clearly the decision to become an academy has not solved the problems that 
exist at QEHS.  
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 Instead we have this situation where we are faced with two consultations, neither of 
which can present a single solution and where parents, school leaders and 
communities are very unclear as to exactly where the real ‘power’ lies. Only the RSC 
can determine this. 
  

 Instead of being a constructive and collaborative partner in a process for change, 
based on its current approach to consultation it is hard not to see HLT as striking out 
on its own and expecting everyone else to follow in its wake, no matter what the 
implications and that cannot be right. 

 

 We question whether HLT’s approach meets with DfE guidelines on Making a 
Significant Change to an Academy, because of its clear failure in our view to 
demonstrate how it has worked closely (or indeed at all) with other schools likely to 
be impacted by any changes. 

 

 We will absolutely expect that, should HLT’s proposal be accepted, the RSC will 
make it very clear to the public exactly how they believe HLT has met this essential 
requirement. 

 

 We have seen no substantial evidence yet as to exactly what challenges HLT is 
facing and how the move to two-tier will meet that in a sustainable and viable way for 
the long-term. 

 
These issues assume even more importance given the nature of the local 
environment.  
 

 We are not in an urban situation where parents have multiple options for where to 
send their children at High School. In the Hexham Partnership they have one option 
as far as local provision is concerned.  

 

 We all have to be entirely confident that this option is sustainable and at the moment 
HLT have not shown anywhere near enough rigour or depth to instil such levels of 
confidence.  

 

 What guarantees and evidence exist that if HLT moves to a two-tier model and 
receives a significant investment in new facilities there will be no problems further 
down the line? We can all see the evidence that even secondary academies in many 
other areas of the country are struggling financially and we are not confident that two-
tier is the only way, or even the right way, to solve the problem. 

 

 We also note with interest the letter sent in response to the HLT consultation by Nigel 
Wyatt, Executive Officer, National Middles Schools forum and would call your 
attention and the RSC’s attention to the points made under point 2 ‘National funding 
formula and the future of school funding’.  
 

 This at least appears to call into question the accuracy and assumptions of some of 
the statements made in HLT’s document relating to application of changes to the 
funding formula and it appears that the DfE are considering reviewing this 
discrepancy in the difference between pupils at middle schools and secondary 
schools. It would therefore seem risky at best to place too much store by these 
predictions in the HLT consultation document. 
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 In our view, HLT’s statement that ‘of course this would mean that all other schools 
would have to become primaries’ reveals the real nature of their approach. We have 
major concerns that where HLT points, everyone else is expected to run regardless 
of the potential consequences. 
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The information provided and presented 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
We do have concerns with both the way information has been presented and the 
nature of that information.  
 
We will state a simple summary here, because they do affect and impact on the bigger 
picture and our views on what should happen: 
 

 It is unclear what the real focus or strategy of the consultation is. The document 
clearly puts capacity and surplus places at its heart, whether that was the intention or 
not. All the data, tables and charts provided across many pages is focused on these 
two considerations and the models proposed come across as being focused on 
solving these issues.  
 

 In our experience that is how the document has been received and interpreted 
consistently and if that was not the intention this is a failure to consider carefully the 
implications of how information will be understood by those not as close to the issues 
as the Council’s education team and others.  
 

 We repeatedly stressed the importance of presenting the case in a parent-friendly 
way and have to state that we don’t see evidence in the document that this was given 
due consideration or understood properly by those at NCC charged with putting the 
document together. 
 

 We recognise that this is an informal consultation, but nonetheless that does not 
mean that it should be meaningless. We do firmly believe that the lack of any 
evidence to back up how the proposed models would address the issues outlined in 
depth represents a failing in the approach and makes it impossible to provide a 
meaningful response to the specific models as outlined.  
 

 There is no correlating evidence or modelling to show the impact on capacity and 
financial outcomes. Nor is there any consideration given to educational outcomes 
and the wider implications of proposed models on rural communities, housing 
planning, transport etc. That has been our position all along, clearly expressed from 
the very outset.  
 

 The consultation document has columns of data included on six tables under ‘Forms 
of Entry’ a term that means nothing to most parents and does not help them in their 
understanding, and yet absolutely no data on predicted surplus capacity and financial 
performance under the new models that would have been very pertinent and helpful.  
 

 If the view in the Council is that these are not the real issues then the document 
should have been written in an entirely different way to make that clear. 
 

 There is a clear presumption in DfE guidelines on the closure or rural schools. There 
is no evidence in the NCC document as to how the scale of potential rural school 
closures would be managed or whether it would even be achievable in light of 
Government guidelines: 
 

- the likely effect of the closure of the school on the local community 
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- educational standards at the school and the likely effect on standards at 
neighbouring schools 

- the availability, and likely cost to the LA, of transport to other schools 
- any increase in the use of motor vehicles which is likely to result from the 

closure of the school, and the likely effects of any such increase 
- any alternatives to the closure of the school. 

 
These are considerable points against which to make a case for one school closure, 
let alone the number of rural schools proposed for closure. In the absence of any 
evidence of what a business case might begin to look like, it is not possible to judge 
whether we believe this would present a ‘viable’ option under any of the models. 
Clearly the DfE believes closure of rural schools should be a last resort and clearly it 
has not come to its conclusions lightly or without a wealth of research and evidence 
to justify introducing this presumption. 

 

 In summary we maintain our belief that the consultation document and information 
provided fails to provide consultees with appropriate evidence or indications as to the 
efficacy or otherwise of proposed models and this is deeply regrettable. Even more 
so given the breadth and depth of potential change outlined in the consultation 
document. 
 

 It has made it almost impossible in many cases for the community to look beyond the 
surface of two-tier vs three-tier and school closures and therefore an opportunity to 
have a much better debate, with access to the information required, has been 
missed.  
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Understanding the views of the community 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
We recognise and respect the reality that NCC (along with HLT and the RSC) does not have 
to respond in direct correlation to anyone’s views. The decision lies with NCC, informed and 
influenced we would hope by the views sought and received during consultation. We will 
restate our appreciation that this is not a referendum. 
 
However, the very premise of consultation is to listen and learn and take views into account,  
especially when those views are strongly voiced and are broadly consistent in their view. 
 
It is interesting to note: 
 

 In a written response to proposed changes to the system in Ponteland and available 
in minutes on the Council website, Councillor Jackson clearly felt very strongly about 
the importance of parental views, stating: 

 
“Furthermore, after many meetings and details of the proposals being drip fed during 
the "informal" stage of the consultation, it is clear that parents have not been 
persuaded of the merits of change. In fact, right across the partnership, 94% of 
parents have rejected the Council's proposed changes.” 

 
Councillor Jackson is no longer in opposition and is now in a position to ensure the 
wishes of parents are given the influence he believes they should have. If parents are 
not convinced of the merits of change as outlined by the Council in this document we 
expect to see these views given the weight of importance they are due. 

 

 Despite the wishes of parents, the Council (under a previous administration) 
eventually decided to proceed with change in Ponteland, as it was entitled. In a 
Chronicle article, then leader of the Council, Grant Davey made the following 
statement: 

 
‘Speaking on behalf of the cabinet, council leader Grant Davey said: “The proposal 
will improve education resources and opportunities across Ponteland. 

 
“The decision has been a difficult one but on the balance of the views of education 
professionals and our officers, it is in the best interests of education over the coming 
decades.”’ 

  
The argument made in Ponteland was that while parents were opposed, it was the 
clear view of school leaders that change was necessary and to be welcomed. It is 
therefore presumably incumbent on the current administration to consider the 
feedback from all school leaders as to views on proposed models and not allow a 
minority to drive the outcomes for the majority of schools. 

 
We have engaged and listened during the consultation and it would be remiss of us not to 
take into account the views of the community in shaping our response, while recognising that 
our role and responsibility is not simply to replay what people say. 
 

 As a C. of E. school it is only natural and to be expected that we share the concerns 
publicly expressed by the Diocese about the potential scale of closures of C. of E. 
schools in the area and the potential impact this may have. This is highlighted by the 
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DfE in its guidelines on ‘Opening and Closing Maintained Schools’ as a requirement 
for any statutory proposal (‘Where the school has a religious character, a statement 
about the impact of the proposed closure on the balance of denominational provision 
in the area and the impact on parental choice’ – P19). 
 

 In a Hexham Courant survey in the first week of March 2018 asking “What would be 
your preferred option from the three proposals put forward by Northumberland 
County Council as part of the consultation on education in West Northumberland” 
88% of respondents stated ‘none of the above’. We do not know the reasons why, of 
course, but we can at least be sure that according to this evidence the vast majority 
of parents ‘have not been persuaded of the merits of change’ as outlined in the 
current consultation document. 
 

 We cannot afford to ignore the views expressed in the HLT consultation in the 
summer of 2017. While HLT may choose how to present what they perceive as a low 
level of response, and while we have some grave concerns about the way feedback 
was presented (it obviously not being made sufficiently clear how responses would 
be interpreted), we also cannot ignore the fact that the overwhelming number of 
responses were in opposition to the plan to move to two-tier. 
 

 In a snapshot survey carried out online across the partnership (figures correct at time 
of writing – survey still live):  

 
o 88% respondents did not believe NCC provided sufficient information to 

understand the proposals set out in the consultation document 
o 86% did not believe that the information contained in the Council's 

consultation document is clear and easy to understand. 
o 76% did not believe that they were in a position to make a fair and informed 

decision in response to the questions being asked in the consultation 
o 91% did not believe they were confident that the 3 options proposed by the 

Council have the best interests of children's education as the main priority 
o 95% did not believe that the 3 options proposed by the Council represent 

"unique and innovative" proposals for education in the west of 
Northumberland 

 
This is a clear message from parents (72% of respondents), teachers (9%), 
Governors (8%) and members of the community (11%) that at this stage the 
consultation, whether informal or not, has not made a clear, easy to understand and 
compelling case for change. 

 

 We held two consultation events that were very well attended and at each of which 
we asked parents to complete a short survey. We have 52 families at the school and 
from attendance we know that there were very few ‘duplicate’ attendees (i.e. more 
than one respondent from the same family). From the events we gathered 38 
responses, so can be very confident that the majority of families were represented 
and that the feedback represents a majority view. 

o 87% of parents said ‘no’ to each of the three questions as set out exactly as 
they are set out in the Council’s own response form 

o 13% said ‘unsure’ 
o 0% said ‘yes’ 
 

Again, the feedback is unambiguous in its view. 
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 As a result of the consultation process our Head and Chair of Governors have 
participated in many meetings and discussions over the past few months with Heads 
and Governors at other schools and with parents and members of the community.  
 

 Every school is entitled to develop and submit its own view and will be doing so. We 
are in no way attempting to speak on behalf of the partnership as a whole nor any 
other individual school.  
 

 However, it has been our experience so far that we have not heard consistent 
support for the nature and scale of proposed changes as set out in the current 
consultation document. We cannot ignore the fact that in our direct experience, 
especially in conversations with other leaders in education, there is both objection to 
what is on the table at the moment and a commitment (should time be available) to 
developing alternative solutions to address the issues, once these become more 
clearly presented.  

 
This gives us cause for concern and has been an influencing, but not determining factor in 
shaping our responses. 
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Our responses to your specific questions 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
As a Governing Body we are unanimous in our response that at this stage, as set out in the 
consultation document, we are answering your three specific questions as follows: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

QUESTION 1:  

 Do we believe that Model A represents a good option for securing sustainable and 
viable education in the west of Northumberland. This model includes the closure or 
merger of several schools. 

 
OUR RESPONSE: 

 No 
 

QUESTION 2:  

 Do we believe that Model B represents a good option for securing sustainable and 
viable education in the west of Northumberland. This model includes the closure or 
merger of several schools. 

 
OUR RESPONSE: 

 No 
 

QUESTION 3:  

 Do we believe that Model C represents a good option for securing sustainable and 
viable education in the west of Northumberland. This model includes the closure or 
merger of several schools. 

 
OUR RESPONSE: 

 No 
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Explaining our reasons to your specific questions 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
Rather than outline the reasons for our responses above on a Model by Model basis, we 
have outlined our reasons below. Many of our concerns and points of support cross the 
Models and we believe this is a simpler and more effective way of expressing our views. 
 
Equally, much of the content above in our overall response makes our views and ambitions 
for education in West Northumberland plain. 
 

Points of Concern 
 

 We are not in a position to respond ‘Yes’ because we simply do not have enough 
evidence to enable us to understand the potential viability and sustainability of each 
model. That is our primary concern and it is very real, based on the scrutiny expected 
of Governors, on sound commercial principles and feedback from the community.  
 

 If we are to be consulted on a programme of enormous change and multimillion 
pound investment that could result in an entire organisational restructure then we 
need to have the information necessary to make informed decisions. At the moment 
we’re being asked to judge without a business case (in the broad sense, rather than 
the technical sense. We know that a technical business case is not required of the 
Council at this stage, but maintain that some form of evidenced case is right and 
reasonable to expect to allow for a properly informed debate).  
 

 Without any modelling evidence whatsoever to support the three models, even at a 
top line, we cannot therefore responsibly state with any confidence that we believe 
any of the models taken as a whole are viable and sustainable. 
 

 Capacity issues specifically are not spread evenly across the partnership. 
Aggregating the data in the consultation document masks some areas where 
capacity gaps are currently concentrated.  
 

 Based on evidence supplied in NCC consultation documents it appears that around 
40% of capacity actually lies within HLT schools and Haydon Bridge. So major 
inroads to this particular issue could immediately be addressed by rebuilding these 
schools at a more sustainable and appropriate size. The current approach in all three 
models outlined appears to be avoiding focusing on these specific issues and instead 
tackling the problem by spreading it out across schools that, in many cases, have 
nowhere near as much of a capacity problem.  
 

 We also have no idea of the capacity buffer the Council is working to in the provision 
of places, which is surely a key strategic decision in any planning for the future. While 
there may be a need to consider reducing surplus places, there is also an imperative 
to ensure sufficient capacity is retained in the system to create flexibility for future 
population shifts. 
 

 Some rough modelling carried out by others using the data in the consultation 
document suggests that there may be potential issues with capacity in the future 
under each of the three options:  
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o Model A – appears to remove too much capacity at First School level in the 
Hexham Partnership 

o Model B – appears to leave more or less no capacity in the partnerships 
overall 

o Model C – appears to remove too much capacity in the Hexham Partnership 
overall 

 
While this is not necessarily a robust case and absolute data on which to make 
decisions, it raises enough concerns in our minds about the appropriateness of 
current models in terms of provision of places or not. What target capacity is the 
Council working towards? Is this in line with population trends and plans for regional 
housing strategies? We would welcome greater clarity on the impact on surplus 
places. 
 

 Currently the Hexham partnership is running at a financial surplus and is predicted to 
continue into the financial year 2019/20. This may change in the future according to 
forecast predictions, although the accuracy of these forecasts has been challenged 
throughout the consultation. However, we are unable to assess what, if any, financial 
surplus would result from each of the proposed models. Do Models A to C cut too far 
and too hard? Or not far enough? What is the impact of each model on financial 
sustainability? We simply cannot tell. Figures provided by HLT as part of this debate 
are unclear, have been publicly questioned (as in the letter from Nigel Wyatt) and 
need to stand up to genuine scrutiny. We cannot be expected to simply take them at 
face value. 
 

 We do have concerns currently over the viability and sustainability of a system that 
could see up to 12 schools closed, in many cases in small rural communities. 
Financially and in terms of surplus places this may or may not address the issues 
(we do not know based on lack of evidence and information), but looking beyond 
those two concerns it’s not clear how educational outcomes would be maintained and 
improved and what the impact would be on the wider considerations on the rural 
communities in which schools currently form such a central heartbeat. 
 

 There is more detail required to look at transportation implications (especially in light 
of the 2002 research carried out Scottish Executive Central Research Unit Review of 
Research on School Travel). Distance to nearest school does not always work 
effectively as a real measure. If a child already travels from West to East to school 
and then the school closes and moves further to the East again the total travel time 
will be significantly more than measured by proximity to previous school. 
 

 Under all the proposed models some schools are proposed to close and effectively 
merge with others. At this stage, there are many important questions to be 
understood as to how this would be managed in practice across the partnership: 
 

o In almost all cases investment will be required in facilities at the remaining 
schools, whether they become Primaries or remain as enlarged First Schools. 
 

o We recognise that the consultation document makes reference to the need for 
a programme of capital investment and this is welcomed. 

 
o We need to understand in more detail how this would work in practice in our 

school. We are absolutely not saying necessary changes are not possible in 
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principle, they undoubtedly are, but we are saying that on current information 
we cannot be entirely confident as to the implications. 

 
o We need to be clearer on the level of financial support available, how this 

would be distributed across the partnership as a whole and how this would be 
applied to our school. Governors cannot responsibly state unqualified belief in 
the model without greater assurance as to what capital investment would be 
made available to make the necessary changes. 

 
o While we currently have some capacity, any changes under each of the 

models would require an investment in our school, as it would no doubt in the 
majority of schools should the main thrust of models A to C be realised. 

 
o If our school is to change in size, either as a result of closure of other schools 

or in a move to become a Primary, we will need capital investment potentially 
to create new classroom spaces, enlarged staff and administrative areas, a 
larger school hall, additional toilet facilities. None of this is by any means 
impossible to achieve in principle, but without the confidence that the 
appropriate investment can and will be made, we risk committing at this stage 
to an approach that places financial strain on the school. 

 
o We also need more information on how the timescales for change are to be 

implemented in order for us to consider their viability. Making significant 
changes to physical environments of any schools will be a challenge, 
especially given health and safety considerations in creating building sites on 
schools with staff and especially young pupils attending.  

 
o Again, we’re not saying that it can’t be done, we’re saying we’d need to 

understand more about how the Council plans for it to be done before we 
judge the viability of timescales for change as currently proposed in the 
consultation document.  

 
o Would the Council be providing any centralised service for planning, 

designing, commissioning, procuring and managing a large programme of 
works? How would additional pressures on Heads and Governors be 
managed during the transition stage? What additional resources would be 
made available given that it’s well documented that schools don’t exactly 
have lots of spare resources and hours to manage the day to day activities, 
let alone large scale building projects and all the associated time required for 
change management.  

 
o We need to know how the transitions would be managed effectively. If 

schools are to be closed in a phased transition, if badly managed this could 
have a disastrous effect on education for a number of years. We would like to 
see information on the risks identified by the Council and the strategy to 
manage these. If a school is confirmed to close within a two year timeframe is 
it realistic to expect staff to wait until the school is closed before seeking 
alternative employment? Some may but many may prefer to progress their 
career elsewhere and sooner. We must be confident that the transition years 
will put the needs of children first and foremost.  
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 And, finally, as stated above at length, due to the parallel consultation approach that 
has been regrettably made necessary (not for any argument we can see that puts the 
interests of children and educational outcomes first or even as a priority), we cannot 
state with confidence that we believe any of the models are viable or sustainable 
without more information from HLT and a clear direction from the Council, HLT, the 
RSC about what is possible. The consultation document necessarily (not the 
Council’s fault, but a reality nonetheless) presents an incomplete picture because it is 
not in control of all the facts and evidence. 
 

 Whatever one’s personal views are on the subject, we have seen in Brexit the vast 
difference between indicating support for a principle outlined with no real detail 
behind it and the reality of trying to implement complex change. We are not for one 
second comparing the relative importance of Brexit and proposed changes to 
education in the West of Northumberland. What we are doing is highlighting the risks 
of committing to a direction of travel with only a very limited understanding of what 
the real implications may be. Our views on our children’s futures, the futures of our 
schools and our communities are simply too important to be decided without at least 
some more detail, even at this ‘informal’ stage. 
 

 And our final point is that we don’t really believe (and nor do parents as per the 
survey results and all our conversations) that what’s on the table now really, truly 
represent ‘unique and innovative’ solutions that reflect the distinctive characteristics 
and needs of the area served by the partnerships. 
 

 The impression (whether intended or not) is primarily one of relatively crude 
measures of closing a very large proportion of schools (the strategy behind which is 
not made at all clear in the document – why, for example, are two schools listed as 
close / merge’ and all others listed as ‘close and merge’?) to cut costs and/or moving 
the entire system to a model currently followed by the rest of the country on the basis 
that this is what everyone else is doing.   
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Points of support 
 

 We welcome the fact that NCC is in a position and committed to making capital 
investment in the schools of West of Northumberland.  
 

 We believe that investment has been woefully inadequate under previous 
administrations and it is a real shame, bordering on disgrace, that many schools in 
this area have been allowed to fall into the state in which they currently find 
themselves.  
 

 Indeed there is a strong argument to question whether we’d even find ourselves in 
this position had the right investment been made in the past. We do not doubt that 
QEHS is in desperate need of investment and we do support the principle of 
investment in facilities at QEHS (although we question the extent to which the 
Council needs to be footing the bill for this given the fact that HLT has already 
secured some investment). 
 

 We believe it is absolutely essential that any capital investment is allocated 
appropriately across the partnership and not simply focused in one or two areas – 
education is a journey from start to finish and all schools play a crucial role in this 
experience.  

 

 We welcome the fact that, while we do not have access to the information held by 
NCC, the Council clearly does not believe that a unilateral imposition of two-tier 
education across the entire area is the only viable solution. We are open to any and 
all proposals that provide Governors with a sufficiently well-argued and presented 
case for change that considers both principles and practicalities.  
 

 As stated above, we are confident that whatever the outcomes of the consultations 
we will be in a position to continue providing outstanding educational provision at 
Broomhaugh. Based on information and arguments presented to date, our 
preference at this stage still remains for three-tier education and we welcome the fact 
that clearly the Council is also considering this as a viable option.  
 

 We welcome the fact that the Council is actively seeking alternative proposals and is 
not closing off any doors at this stage. Although we are not convinced that timescales 
of next stages of the consultation will allow for proper reviews, analysis and 
consideration of alternatives, we are hoping to be proved wrong on that point. 
 

 Given timescales and pressures on schools and leaders to manage the fall-out from 
the consultation document, it is not realistic to expect fully worked up proposals at 
this stage. However, we understand the Council is committed to giving alternative 
proposals thorough consideration even if expressed in principles only in response to 
this consultation. We welcome this open-mindedness and willingness. 
 

 We welcome the fact that the Council is considering options for continuing the 
provision of education in Haydon Bridge, we believe strongly that for viable and 
sustainable education we need to maintain choice for parents and that the closure of 
HBHS would reduce parental choice, while giving a relatively autonomous academy 
even greater control over the entire system of schools in the area. 
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What we’d like to see 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
We are aware that much of our response is formed in the basis of objection to current 
proposed models. This is not where we wanted to be as an outcome of the process to date, 
but we cannot be blind to the issues we see and it would be irresponsible not to make them 
clear.  
 
We would like to conclude our response positively, because we are passionate about the 
quality of education in West Northumberland, passionate about our school and the other 
schools with whom we have built excellent partnerships over many years, passionate about 
the role of C. of E. schools, passionate about the role all schools play in serving the wider 
community and passionate about ensuring that these consultations and any outcomes result 
in a system that we can all be proud of.  
 
In years to come we want to be able to look every child who comes to learn at our school in 
the eye and say to them honestly and openly that we played a part in creating a system that 
put their very best interests in its heart. 
 

We’d like to see: 
 

 An approach to education provision that is genuinely led by the best interests of 
children and communities, taking into account specific educational outcomes, the 
wider mental, social and emotional wellbeing of children, and the role of local schools 
in local communities that is appropriate for West Northumberland. 
 

 Appropriate evidence for any model of change that actually enables consultees to 
make informed and meaningful decisions about proposals, taking into account the full 
implications of any proposed changes. 
 

 The views of the parents, school leaders and the community genuinely taken into 
account – the Council has said it is listening, it is important to show in action what 
this listening means.  
 

 Leadership from the Council where it is in a position to do so, by providing the 
community and the RSC with an alternative to the proposals from HLT which do not 
currently represent any kind of choice and about which, at time of writing, strong 
opposition from many schools, parents and the community has been expressed. 
 

 Clear evidence in proposals at the next stage that this consultation was not a ‘done 
deal’ from the outset with an imposition of a two-tier system regardless of views of 
school leaders, parents and the community. The publication, whether in error or not, 
that the work begun on Darras Hall Primary School “is part of a plan by 
Northumberland county Council for a primary and secondary system of schooling 
across the whole of the county” makes this essential. 
 

 Every effort made to protect the three-tier system as it currently operates, performing 
educationally successfully, proving extremely popular with parents and many school 
leaders who have considerable years of experience in delivering ‘at the coal face’ 
and who have delivered excellent outcomes and results for children. Unless and until 
a clear case can be shown as to why this is absolutely not viable and sustainable. 
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 Every effort made to keep as many rural schools open as absolutely possible and 
viable across the communities in Northumberland, whether this may be through 
federation, MATs or other options.  
 

 Investment in capital works made at QEHS to create a sustainable school, but also 
across the partnerships and not solely focused in one or two specific areas or 
schools. Investment at QEHS to be based on open and transparent discussion of 
options and finances and not simply writing a ‘blank cheque’ to HLT. How can 
investment be managed in a way to provide some form of independent scrutiny and 
strategy? 
 

 Every effort made to ensure the provision of education is continued in Haydon Bridge 
on the principle of parental choice and not simply subsumed into HMS/QEHS without 
question. 
 

 Much greater scrutiny of the proposal by HLT to create one of the largest secondary 
schools in the country in a predominantly rural catchment area – not least around 
impact on mental, social and emotional wellbeing, standards of educational 
outcomes and practicalities such as site location, impact on transport and 
environmental costs. 
 

 Genuine time and effort invested into sharing and exploring properly any and all 
alternatives that are put forward in response to the Council’s call for alternatives and 
clear evidence presented as to why they have or have not been taken forward: 
 

o We support further consideration of proposals by Corbridge Middle School to 
form a hub model where schools have greater opportunity to create benefits 
of partnership working, resource sharing, combined power of procurement 
and other opportunities. We believe this could be part of a unique and 
innovative solution. 
 

o We support further consideration of the idea of a C. of E. MAT as a potential 
solution to some of the challenges outlined. This is no more than a concept at 
this stage but we believe it bears more detailed discussion and could be a 
part of a unique and innovative solution. 

 
o We support further consideration of proposals tabled by Haydon Bridge High 

School as an alternative to simply closing the school. 
 

o We support further consideration of any proposals that meet the principles we 
have outlined above. 
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Conclusion 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
 
The future of our children, our schools and our communities is at stake. 
 
The reality is that the final decision on what happens next lies not in our hands but with the 
Council, HLT and the RSC.  
 
Whatever the eventual outcome we are confident that we can and will continue to provide 
outstanding education at Broomhaugh. Once decisions have been made we will work 
constructively, collaboratively and with absolute commitment to implement them in the best 
way possible. 
 
Those decisions, however, have yet to be made.  
 
We expect and encourage all decision makers, not least the Council, to exert their power 
and responsibility to creating a solution that is absolutely the very best it can be and not a 
crude, rushed solution. 
 
There are still many critical questions left unanswered by HLT and much rigorous and public 
scrutiny still required. 
 
We do not believe that the right solution is simply to green light the HLT proposal and force 
the rest of the system to fall into line come what may.  We do not believe that this is the only 
solution.  
 
We ask the Council to consider our response and those of all other schools, parents and 
members of the community very carefully. And to provide us with an innovative, unique and 
truly fit for purpose system of education. 
 
It’s the least generations of children in the West of Northumberland and all the 
amazing people working so hard and with such great results at our fantastic schools 
deserve. 

 


