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STARS response to Northumberland County Council's West of Northumberland 
Consultation 

STARS, which stands for Save Tynedale's Amazing Rural Schools, is a parent-led campaign 
group fighting for schools in the Haydon Bridge and Hexham Partnerships 

We are mainly responding as parents, although some of us are also staff members and we include 
members of the local communities affected. 

Schools we are associated with include: 

• Queen Elizabeth High School 
• St Joseph's Middle 
• Corbridge Middle 
• Hexham Middle 
• St Mary's First 
• Broomhaugh CoE First 
• Broomley First 
• Acomb First 
• Corbridge CoE First 
• Beaufront First 
• Slaley First 
• Chollerton CoE First 
• Whittonstall First 
• Hexham First 
• Humshaugh CoE First 
• The Sele First 
• Wark First 
• Whitley Chapel CoE First 

• Haydon Bridge 
• Haltwhistle Middle  
• Bellingham Middle 
• Haltwhistle  
• Greenhead CoE 
• Henshaw CoE 
• Bellingham  
• Kielder 
• Greenhaugh 
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• Otterburn 
• West Woodburn 
• Shaftoe 
• Whitfield CoE 
• Allendale  
• Newbrough CoE 

Towns and villages in which we live include: Towns, villages, hamlets and farms across the 
West Northumberland region and County Durham 

We welcome the idea of a conversation on the future of rural education but we have 
concerns about the openness and transparency of this process, and fear it is designed to 
deliver a political objective rather than an educational one 

Our view is that the Council has underinvested in education in the Hexham Partnership and 
Haydon Bridge Partnership for many years. This has led directly to many of the challenges in the 
report: particularly the slow decline of Haydon Bridge High School and the quality of facilities 
in the Hadrian Learning Trust.  

We believe it is right that the Council should invest to correct these issues. However, this 
investment is being presented on conditional on a structural change to two tier education and 
closure of valuable rural schools. This money needs to be spent regardless of the future model of 
education. 

In our opinion the Council’s Conservative Group have clearly aligned this much-needed 
investment to a move to a two-tier model of education. Prior to consultation it published an 
advert in Hexham advertising its investment in Ponteland as part of the County Council’s policy 
of moving to two tier education across Northumberland.  

Throughout this process, Councillors have off the record, told us “going two-tier might be the 
price you have to pay to save your school”. We have heard other councillors say that school 
closures are “a done deal”. We have been told since late February by councillors and officers, off 
record, that none of the options proposed are likely to be taken forward.  

We have heard from school governors, off record, pressured into changing their stance following 
closed meetings with the Council. We have spoken to head teachers who, off record,  have been 
told they are ‘employees of the Council’ who need to watch their words. We’ve heard council 
employees at Hexham Mart openly say “people choose to live in rural areas” so should expect 
their children to travel much further to school.  
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In view of the advert, communications from councillors, the secret meetings and the fact that the 
Council is openly dismissive of its own options, it is hard to believe the Council when it claims 
this process is fair and genuine.  

To be candid, we expect the Council will claim it has listened, while proposing a modified 
version of a two-tier model and continue to use Bright Tribe and Hadrian Learning Trust as 
political cover to deliver the local Conservative party policy. We genuinely hope to be proven 
wrong in this and that you are really listening.  

Two tier, ever-larger schools and treating children as widgets to be transported across the County 
is not appropriate for our communities and will damage educational standards. 

We reject Models A, B and C as proposed by Northumberland County Council in its 
informal consultation.  

Our main reasons for rejecting the three Models are made on the disruptive and unsuitable 
proposals put forward in each of the options, how the consultation has come about, the 
timescales given and the unnecessary and long-term detrimental impact the proposed 
changes would have on our children's education, communities and rural economy.  

Any one of these options will narrow parental choice, the curriculum on offer and 
exacerbate rural poverty. 

The models given were not options in the true sense, in our opinion: 

Model A is hugely detrimental to communities, parental choice and children's education. The 
creation of a single 'super-school' for the whole of Haydon Bridge and Hexham Partnership 
removes alternatives at high school level. This means that children with a less academic focus 
will have no provision.  

It means that should Hadrian Learning Trust (HLT) begin to underperform, more than 2,000 
pupils would have no choice but to remain there. It means that parents have no ability to select 
an educational ethos which works for their children's needs. This is against the whole policy 
ethos of education for the last 20 years and should be unacceptable. 

Moreover, it would result in the closure of small rural schools which are not facing significant 
issues, to the detriment of children and communities. For the exceptions that are forecasting 
deficits, it is unclear whether these are significant in the documentation and there may be 
alternative options (e.g. federation, sharing of posts) which would address these issues and which 
have not been considered. 
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Many of the objections to Model A also apply to Model B, however the fundamental objective of 
this option is to implement Two Tier education across West Northumberland. This is 
inappropriate in this model or any model for a number of reasons, including the fact that it 
further erodes parental choice by isolating Hexham from the Prudhoe Partnership.  

There is no evidence that a primary/secondary model would address any of the challenges set 
out. The existing primary model enforced in Haydon Bridge as a result of Allendale Middle 
closing has among the highest levels of financial deficit, surplus places and quality issues based 
on NCC's documentation.  

Other reasons on why a three-tier system works best for West Northumberland's unique 
circumstances are discussed in more detail below.  

Although STARS is not in favour of Option C, it is supportive of proposals to merge HLT into a 
9-18 school on a single site and to create an all through school in Haydon Bridge. This option 
could be further strengthened, however.  

The disruptive changes that are proposed at First/Middle level remain unacceptable however. The 
option reduces parental choice at all levels of schooling. Removal of firsts/primaries/middles 
means children will be obliged to attend one specific school in the vast majority of cases, 
regardless of whether this school is appropriate to their needs or performing at an acceptable 
standard. 

Lastly, none of the options were options to "do nothing". Normal protocol dictates that 
consultations should include "do nothing" (along with the pros and cons of maintaining the status 
quo) as an option. This is clearly not being mooted here, and hence, this is not a proper 
consultation.  

This is not to say that STARS is averse to change. We believe all education systems must grow 
and evolve in order to thrive and remain fit for the future. Below we have outlined our ASPIRE 
vision, which contains the ingredients we feel are essential to maintain our excellent school 
systems in the west of Northumberland. 

Academies are failing to deliver - and STARS believe that Hadrian Learning Trust is one of 
them! 
Across the country and within Central Government there is a recognition that academies are 
failing to live up to their promise. Far from being a panacea, the decision to relinquish control to 
quasi-private educational MATs has resulted in weak balance sheets (while paying six-figure 
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salaries to bosses), narrowing curriculums and bodies that show no accountability or 
responsibility for the wider educational systems in which they operate. 

Bright Tribe was clearly a £1m mistake by the Council, RSC and local politicians. An expensive 
mistake. A mistake that has had severe ramifications for many schools, especially Haydon Bridge 
High School.  

Could Hadrian Learning Trust be fast shaping up to be another mistake? Having presumably had 
to prove financial sustainability for three years in order to academise in June 2016, the fact that it 
was asking for parental contributions to running costs a year later does not bestow much 
confidence. It forecast a £100k deficit in 2016/17 as late as last summer, but achieved a surplus.  

Does not indicate strong management? It is unclear why the Council would choose to reward 
HLT with either significant investment or monopoly status in the educational economy. 

We urge Northumberland County Council to learn from its mistakes.  

STARS believe that Hadrian Learning Trust (HLT) has used the problems at HBHS to further its 
own agenda (a push to go 2-tier and secure funding for a super school) at the expense of the 
wider Hexham and Haydon Bridge Partnerships. At the expense of the rural communities and 
economies of West Northumberland.  

That in itself is not hugely shocking. The business world is motivated by self-interest, and 
academies are run as businesses. What is shocking is that Northumberland County Council has 
allowed this to happen.  

Why would NCC support HLT in reducing parental choice, educational choices and disrupting 
education across the whole of West Northumberland? Why would NCC enable them to do this by 
investing tens of millions of pounds in a new school without getting them to align to an 
appropriate model?  

Rather than demonstrating leadership and doing their job, which is to protect our wonderful 
school system, could NCC councillors have simply told us they "are listening" and ploughed 
ahead with this sham consultation regardless? We want the Council to advocate against HLT's 
widely disruptive and self-serving plans to RSC! 

The Department for Education itself has acknowledged that an academy should not have the 
power to dictate such widespread, disruptive changes to an entire education system. We would 
like to see these safeguards put into action.  
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We need honesty, transparency and accountability 
What is this consultation really about? It appears to be based on muddled and misleading 
thinking and information, conflating too many separate issues - such as the future of Haydon 
Bridge High School and debate over a two versus three-tier school system. 

Is it about educational outcomes and the children whose educational journeys are entrusted to us, 
or is it about money? And if those savings are made, where will they be spent? Will our 
communities in the West benefit, or will our education system be disrupted to benefit others? We 
deserve to know. 

Certainly the threatened closure of rural schools has the potential to send our local economy in 
the West of Northumberland on a protracted downward spiral. We know our rural areas are 
disproportionately ageing vis-a-vis other, more urban, counties. And we know one of the 
attractions for incoming young families are our excellent rural schools (the majority of them 
Ofsted rated Good and Outstanding). 

Take those schools away and you will be left with a "geriatric wasteland", to quote one parent. 
Moreover, given the policy to attract the elderly to market towns where they are closer to 
services, West Northumberland could simply become a region of ghost villages and hamlets.  

With such dire ramifications resulting from the potential closure of rural schools, it is fair to ask 
the Council what impact assessments they have made on how this will impact our economy in 
the West of Northumberland now and over the coming decades. How will they bid for rural 
funding on a national basis if we have (quite literally) a dying population? 

Is the consultation the virtual equivalent of the Council throwing its hands in the air and 
declaring it no longer wants to take responsibility for the schools that are within its remit. Are we 
being threatened with blanket school closures in an inelegant attempt to force our schools to 
form MATs?  

From what STARS has heard from many parents and concerned community members over the 
past six weeks, there is significant scepticism surrounding the actual underlying reasons for this 
consultation. Nobody believes it has our children's education at its heart. 

It is fair to say that the way in which the consultation has been conducted has not inspired 
confidence. It is time for the Council to be open, honest and transparent about what it hopes to 
achieve and why. 
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Any proposed solution needs to retain three-tier education in Haydon Bridge and Hexham 

There is a strong suspicion that one of the motivations for the consultation is to push forward, 
once again, the two-tier agenda. We have seen the unflinching and uncompromising manner in 
which this has been undertaken in other parts of our region, with disastrous results in Ponteland. 

We know that many of the Conservative Councillors currently pushing the two-tier agenda were 
supportive of our three-tier system when the last consultation was undertaken, just over a decade 
ago. We know it led to a judicial review. We know that some councillors who vociferously 
opposed two tier in Ponteland are now supporting it for other people’s children. 

The three-tier system is working extremely well for our children from an educational point of 
view and is, for the most part, financially sustainable. QEHS is one of the highest performing 
schools in the region and nationally.  

Much of QEHS' successful outcomes are down to the exceptional early access to specialist 
teaching at years 5 and 6, which the Council would prefer to lose. This approach sets children up 
nicely to broaden the depth of their knowledge in years 7 and 8 whilst remaining on familiar 
territory. It is supported by a well thought-out model which manages children’s transition closely 
through schools. The rest of the country may be moving towards two-tier schooling, but this is 
not an adequate reason to disrupt what best complement's West Northumberland's unique 
circumstances. 

It could be argued that many of the problems being experienced by schools in the Haydon Bridge 
partnership are a direct result of loss of Allendale Middle and the pressure on a number of first 
schools to become primaries. The lack of investment in HBHS and many years of uncertainty 
was the nail in the coffin for the partnership.  

Three out of six primaries in HBHS are struggling financially. Schools in rural communities are 
too small to support the cost of education of years 5 and 6 to the level required by SATS and 
national government policy. If the model has failed so badly in Allendale to be sustainable, why 
should it work in Broomhaugh or Kielder?  

The inevitable consequence of a move to two-tier is falling standards, unviable schools and 
further closures until only a handful of large primaries are left and children are ferried between 
them, deprived of the extra-curricular support and experience in urban areas. This accelerates 
rural disadvantage. 
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This has already played out in many other parts of the country. STARS has heard from one 
woman in Suffolk, where small local schools have closed or amalgamated and middle schools 
have also closed. She summarised the situation thus: 

• Land sold off for housing (probably against conditions);  
• Pupils on buses ;  
• Long days and tiredness; 
• Traffic congestion and danger at the school gates; 
• Year 5&6 pupils without splendid Middle School resources (laboratories, kilns, libraries, 

playing fields and sport facilities);  
• Teachers incorporating years 5&6 into primary status who have not got experience of 

teaching older ones and are worried about SATS responsibilities;  
• No improvement in academic scores;  
• Academies have grown and pounced on perceived weaker primaries with promises of 

achievement.... 

The truth is: 

• Fewer facilities 
• Longer days 
• Traffic chaos  
• Unsettled kids 
• Great salaries for academy managers 
• Experienced (more expensive) Middle school staff are lost 

Please don't let this happen in West Northumberland! 

In the North East there are a number of very successful three-tier partnerships: Prudhoe, 
Morpeth, North Tyneside and Gosforth, for example. So why should Hexham and Haydon 
Bridge have a less suitable model imposed on them?  

STARS believes that being in the minority in retaining three tiers should not be of concern. It 
certainly is not a valid reason for major upheaval. The quality of education is higher than other 
(two tier) counties and it is financially sustainable if the right investments are made in Haydon 
Bridge.  

The exceptions - schools that are not financially sustainable - should be dealt with as such: as 
exceptions. With the recognition that every step must be taken to protect rural schools, a duty 
that is now well enshrined in law. 
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We want to see the Council following a clear set of principles in relation to the future model 
of education, and to reflect on the fact that this process is about more than buildings and 
numbers 

While we are not experts, we have canvassed the opinions of many parents, teachers and 
governors across West Northumberland and feel the council should focus its resources and 
attention on creating an education system that contains the following elements: 

Alliance 
Our schools need to work together to deliver the education we want for our children and to help 
them transition between Key Stages. NCC must think about how it invests across all age groups 
to make the biggest difference and benefit from the new funding formula. In its "alternative 
model" Corbridge Middle School proposed the formation of education hubs to "create more all-
through collaborations". 

STARS would like to see an education system which supports schools to work together to 
support every child, rather than one in which schools are focused only on children within 
their walls 
  
Size 
NCC's Options A and B create a single 'super-school' with over 2,200 children. It would be the 
fifth biggest school of its type in England. In comparison, the remaining primaries would be 
among the smallest. Our current education model manages each child's journey in a series of 
stages. Small rural schools feed into larger rural middles, which feed into one of two high 
schools. This means children are carefully transitioned into larger environments but does mean 
more transitions overall.  

All the proposals we have seen for moving to two tier education have to recreate the transitions 
in a different form - merging schools into bigger primaries (with bigger catchment areas), 
creating clusters of schools with a hub for years 5 and 6, or schools within schools to help 
children adapt to a much larger environment.  

Creating sizable schools in more urban parts of West Northumberland could also exacerbate the 
rural/urban disadvantage. If, for instance, Hexham's Sele Primary School proposal was allowed 
to press ahead, with ambitions for 588 pupils and specialist teachers, those advantages would 
only be realised by urban families, not across the partnership where it would also benefit rural 
schoolchildren.  

STARS would like to see an education model which is financially sustainable without relying 
on growing schools to a size which reduces pastoral care for children 
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Parental Choice 
Closing up to 16 first schools, creating a 'super-school' or moving to a two-tier system would 
inevitably reduce the choices available to parents in future. This could lead to a position where if 
a school deteriorated, children would be unable to find a better one. It could also lead to a 
curriculum which is not broad enough for children whose talents are not in core academic 
subjects.  

STARS would like to see an education system which maintains and supports parental choice. 
We believe Haydon Bridge High School must be saved if this is to be a reality 
  
Innovation 
Across the UK and internationally schools are exploring new and innovative models of teaching 
and learning.  

These include more collaborative models where teachers work across multiple schools to deliver 
specialist education, online learning to provide a wider range for quality education so sixth 
formers have access to the best teachers nationally and a broader range of subjects and 
apprenticeships where employers and young people work together to develop the skills they 
need.  

STARS would like to see the council thinking more creatively about its education model and 
how children are taught, rather than just focusing on the buildings they are taught in 
  
Rural 
Northumberland is the most rural county in England and the communities of West 
Northumberland are among the most sparsely populated in the County. The transport network is 
poor with many single-track roads and a lack of public transport between villages and towns. The 
schools are at the heart of communities - providing facilities for wider use and attracting young 
families. Some provide nursery care to enable parents to work.  

The proposed merged catchment for Bellingham Middle is almost the size of Tyne and Wear 
combined. The catchment for a Hexham super-school would cover over 1,000 square miles 
(larger than the size of Greater London).  

Such changes would increase travel locally by at least 375,000 miles per annum (rising to nearly 
two million miles per year under Option B), putting rural children at a disadvantage to their 
urban peers, exacerbating pollution, congestion and wear and tear on already inadequate roads.  
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STARS would like to see rural schools given every opportunity to thrive so they can continue 
to support their communities and economies 
  
Experience 
Our schools produce exceptional standards - but what parents tell us they value is the experience 
their children get.  

We have heard lots from parents whose children have special needs met in unique and valuable 
ways by their schools, and from parents who have moved between schools for a more creative 
curriculum or more pastoral care. It's clear that parents value the journey as much as the 
academic outcome.  

STARS would like Northumberland County Council to develop a model which considers the 
experience of children as much as the academic outcomes 

We believe that investment should be tied to schools working together for the good of 
children, and focused on educational priorities and the areas of greatest need. We are 
against rewarding organisations which deliberately seek to focus the whole education 
system on their business objectives. 

The "ASPIRE" values speak to a collaborative educational model. From a tangible infrastructure 
perspective it is clear that investment is also needed here if education across West 
Northumberland is to be fit for the future.  

We are told that Northumberland County Council have £45-50m to spend on improving our 
education system. We also know that Prudhoe's impressive new high school building cost 
£12.5m. 

To achieve the collaborative models that would build on the success achieved by schools in the 
Hexham and Haydon Bridge Partnerships it would be wise to invest that money in new high 
school buildings. Potentially a smaller high school in Haydon Bridge, and support to help it 
change its curriculum model, would be a priority, given the desperate need to reverse quality and 
financial issues which NCC and the RSC have supervised for the past five years and more. 

In Hexham there is scope to bring Hexham Middle onsite with Queen Elizabeth High School so 
that resources can more easily be shared and efficiencies gained. Again, this would reduce 
surplus places.  

However, any investment in an Academy Trust must be aligned to measures which see it commit 
to working more constructively with First and Middle Schools. These schools set QEHS up for 
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success. We believe the Council should only fund changes if HLT commit to two form entry (in 
year 5 and year 9) to support the maintenance of the three-tier model. 

We want the Council to rethink what happens next, rather than sticking to an arbitrary 
timeline and risk repeating the mistakes of Ponteland, where children are to be educated in 
temporary blocks because planning issues have delayed building of their school. The 
decision needs more time. 

Our schools have expressed concern at not being given adequate time for governors to convene, 
parent meetings, investigation of the facts and figures on which to make value judgements and, 
importantly, to come up with innovative, creative solutions to some of the issues presented for 
discussion.  

This is too important a decision to be given insufficient consideration. This may still be an 
informal consultation, but it is essential to lay the right foundations from the start, before we go 
too far down the wrong path from the outset. The timescales proposed for the consultation are 
arbitrary and not explained in the documentation.  

The fact that two consultations (those of HLT and NCC) have been conducted simultaneously 
has been extremely confusing and difficult for parents, teachers and the wider community. It has 
inevitably disengaged a large number of parents. Furthermore, the timescale for both 
consultations has been very tight. We have given the bare minimum of time to respond.  

The decision needs more analysis of the issues and options 

No information has been provided about the impact on local communities of any school closures, 
in spite of a number of requests for impact assessments and detailed financial modelling.  

One of our STARS, in the absence of any data from NCC, has calculated that Option A would 
result in schoolchildren travelling an additional 375,000 miles per year to school, with this rising 
to potential 2m miles a year for the two-tier model. The environmental and roads impact of this 
is massive, even leaving aside the impact on our children.  

THIS is precisely the kind of information parents and other stakeholders SHOULD have been 
given in order to make an educated decision.  

Clearly, one of these increases in travelling distances is good for children, for parents or for the 
environment. Given that West Northumberland is a largely rural part of the county with 
frequently inhospitable winter conditions and many minor roads, bus travel between villages is 
not a safe or simple matter.  
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And again, these distances would exacerbate the rural/urban disadvantage. Studies have shown 
that long journeys to school have a negative effect on children's educational performance. 
Tiredness or an inability to participate in extracurricular activities reduce academic achievement. 

The changes the Council is proposing are extremely significant, disruptive and complex, in both 
the near and long-term. These are not decisions that can or should be made quickly. The future of 
up to 16 schools hangs in the balance, a fact that is already causing widespread disruption, 
uncertainty, stress and distracting from daily activities. 

We call on the Council to rethink their timescales and participate in a genuine conversation 
about the future. 

Recommendations: 
1. Surplus places should be tackled on a targeted basis, not by closure many schools. 
1.1 Adopt a series of principles to make clear what the new model is based on 
1.2 Support proposals published by HBHS to create an all through school with intake at both 
Year 7 and Year 9 
1.3 HLT should be encouraged to rebuild on a 9-18 footprint and retain intake at Year 9 

2. Three-tier education should be retained as far as possible 
There is little evidence that secondary models are more sustainable or improve outcomes. In 
contrast, there is clear evidence from parents and children that three-tier is valued for its 
academic outcomes, pastoral care and careful transition at various stages of the academic 
journey. The direction for two tier is largely political (from the Conservative Party) and driven by 
a single academy trust 
2.1 The Council should protect the three tier model 
2.2 This means that it should consider how it can work with HLT to maintain intake at year 9 as 
part of agreeing any package of capital investment 
2.3 Capital investment should not be made if the Trust will not sign up to a long term 
commitment on this 
2.4 The Council should also make robust representations to the RSC that HLT proposals are not 
in the overall educational interest of Hexham or Haydon Bridge 

3. Schools and local communities should be in the driving seat on their future 
The Council proposes a top-down reorganisation of schools, but it is debatable whether the 
Council is well-positioned to determine the needs of rural communities, children or schools 
3.1 The Council should not make blanket decisions on school closures, but should support 
decisions on schools on a case-by-case basis where they have community support 
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3.2 The Council should explore the Corbridge Middle approach for clusters, which could over 
time redesign schools to the needs of specific communities 
3.3 The Council should withdraw proposals for widespread closures of first school, particularly 
where schools are of good quality and financially viable 
3.4 The Council should encourage clusters of schools to create Multi-Academy Trusts to 
safeguard their future and provide flexibility. 

4. Prioritise investment in improving schools and delivering new models of education 
STARS view is that HBHS should have first call on investment in new facilities, to support it to 
become financially sustainable, transform its learning model and improve standards. This 
commitment may help attract a suitably-committed academy sponsor. Investment is clearly also 
needed in QEHS to protect standards, but this should be proportionate to need and tied to 
specific HLT commitments to the character of education in Hexham. 
4.1 The Council should prioritise rebuild work at HBHS before QEHS 
4.2 QEHS investments should be aligned to reducing surplus places in the High School and 
Hexham Middle, and to a commitment to intake at year 9 
4.3 Investment should not be unreasonable - do QEHS students really need a swimming pool? 

5. Transition to any new model should follow capital investment 
The Council's current timeline is rushed. There is a significant risk that planning issues (for 
example) would delay building work and lead to many children being educated in sub-standard 
facilities 
5.1 The Council should propose a reasonable timeline should be mapped out which allows for 
rebuild of schools ahead of children moving to them, not afterwards 
5.2 There needs to be a clear plan for managing children's transition, beyond 'the schools sort it 
out between them' as part of any proposed closures 

6. The Council should consider how it uses change to support nursery, wraparound and 
SEND in an innovative way 
6.1 The Council should consider how it uses investment to support pre-school education and 
wraparound care which will support the economic growth of rural areas. 
6.2 It should explore the creation of a SEND hub (or hubs) to address issues in special 
educational needs provision. 

7. The Council should protect the rural nature of our communities 
The government has set out clear presumptions against closure of rural schools. It is inconsistent 
to do this while simultaneously requiring the Council to reduce surplus places, which are in 
many cases the consequence of aging facilities and dispersed populations. 
7.1 Following changes to reduce places as per 1 above, the Council should robustly argue to 
government that surplus places are a result of the rural demography of its area 
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