Minutes of the Governor Meeting held on Tuesday 9 Dec 2008 at 6pm

at The Bishop of Hereford’s Bluecoat School

1. Introduction (Item 1)

Sharon Menghini welcomed governors and said that she hoped this would be the first of termly governor meetings, which could help to shape events and maximise the effectiveness of governors.

The intention was for the Directorate and governors to come together to share information on national and local issues, and to provide better support to Governing Bodies

Tonight’s meeting was a trial, in dialogue with HAG and welcomed feedback on how to improve its’ effectiveness and usefulness to governors.

Its aim was to provide information and to have a running dialogue of issues to discuss.

All groups need input to be effective, and this forum wanted to be successful and would modify its format if necessary. There was a need for better information, better strategic leadership and improved support especially for new governors.

A key message and focus was safeguarding our children so we needed to have robust transparent systems in the school environment including staff selection.

This meeting followed a powerpoint presentation, which had been printed and distributed to all those present.

DCSF have focussed on reducing child poverty, but after five years there was still much to do. It was important to identify the needs of children earlier within the family and community.

Herefordshire have no Challenge Schools and although all schools were performing well some schools might be coasting. The SIP and LA do take a view.

Central government plan to spend their way out of recession and there were significant capital funds available to bid for, and an opportunity to build for the future.

There was always a need to “raise the bar” and we should never be complacent.

The Herefordshire Children’s Directorate had been through an annual performance review from Ofsted, which checked the previous years’ work. The Council was complimented on its achievements with most performance indicators improved.

There was a need to target the Council’s limited resources.

The LA have a broad agenda to achieve, but have to retain some resources centrally, so need a strong team. 

Governor support needed to be strengthened. Caroline Watkins was thanked for her efforts to date.

Sharon had asked for a task group to be set up to include headteacher’s reps and LA group reps to discuss and review important local issues.

We needed to get smarter at using budgets outside of the Directorate.

It would become increasingly difficult to attract good staff and we should be looking to grow our own. There was already a problem with attracting social workers.

There was a lot of change coming on the national scene and we needed to deliver, so timely planning was essential.

2. CRB Checks including Safer Recruitment (Item 2)

There was a need to adopt robust policies to prevent “abusers” entering the system.

Training was available for interview panels and Sarah Wilcox was the LA contact.

Every interview panel should have at least 1 recently trained member.

Successful applicants for all school appointments should have enhanced CRB Disclosures. 

Volunteers need to have CRB checks. All schools should have a central vetting database that records items such as proof of identity, CRB, and qualifications.

There was a 3 year rolling programme for CRB checks in place. Ofsted would check.

If an outside Agency is used eg. sport coaches, then the coaches should be CRB checked by the Agency and the LA informed that the check had been completed.

A central CRB team had been set up by the LA and would be linked with the HR group from January 2009. Guidance would be given to schools.

From October 2009, all people involved with children and vulnerable adults will have to have an ISA registration, which includes additional checks to CRB registration such as suitability for the post. Schools would be charged (~£68 each), but there was no additional central government funding. Volunteers, including governors, would not be charged. The LA would inform all schools when guidance was known.

Sharon said that the DCSF had issued Safer Recruitment guidelines and she would inform Heads of the website link.

3. Community Operations (Item 3)

Kathy O’Mahoney then informed governors of the Common Assessment Framework (CAF). There was a standard form that allowed improved joint working for all Agencies. The form focussed upon the needs of the child and family.

Staff were trained to be better able to connect with children to find out a little more about their personal needs rather than being prescriptive and general.

Completion of the CAF form was a legal requirement and there would be a need for multiple services to assist in improving a child’s situation.

Consent was needed from parents in sharing information. CAF did not cut across Child Protection. The core offer needed to be delivered by 2010.

School had to be involved in the process. CAF training had been available for professionals since June 2008. There would be more training needs and chairs should ask for help.

Extended schools co-ordinators could help with this CAF role. Existing processes could be replaced by CAF.

So far, 62 schools have been trained, with a further 16 schools booked for training.

Schools can ask for an LA briefing if considered appropriate.

The Vanguard Team would support CAF in schools. The process is often hampered by the lack of an administrator. This was where the co-ordinator might be able to assist since one of their roles is to achieve the 5 core needs for Every Child Matters.

4. Finance (Items 5 & 6) 

Chris Baird then spoke about planning performance and development

Finance would get tighter in local budgets. There was a 3 year settlement based upon an inflation rate of 2.75%.

There had been a national Gershen Review to highlight potential areas of cost savings.

This included a suggestion to combine some local services eg. back office/ICT.

Question:  What work is being done to improve Herefordshire’s poor funding position ?

Answer: Sharon said that the LA had spoken with central government about funding and the F40 Group have said consistently how badly funded rural authorities are, but nothing had changed.

We needed to bid for capital funds when they arose and there was a need to prepare a well documented list of funding needs.

Area Based Grants were new this year, but it was not new money. Herefordshire was looking at Child Trusts and were discussing with schools where they would like to see funds directed.

Falling pupil numbers meant less money for schools.

The Schools Forum was an important representative group in Herefordshire and over the years have suggested cost saving measures to the LA.

Small Schools Funding

Almost 80% of Herefordshire primary schools had under 200 students.

The DCSF plan to spend over £80m over the next 3 years.

Asset management plan – consultation in New Year for end of January submission – this would prioritise where funding was needed most and how the administration of large projects could be achieved. This was part of the Primary Strategy for Change scheme.

The LA had submitted an Expression of Interest to bring forward central funding of as much as £180m as part of the Building Schools for the Future scheme. This funding was earmarked for secondary schools with 50% for minor and 35% for major refurbishment. The deadline had been 30/11/08.

5. Communications and Questions and Answers (Item 7 & 8) 

The DCSF had been asked for clarification about the raising of admission limits of 27 above PAN. Needed to know if it was an annual increase or spread over 2 or 3 years.

Only Statemented students can carry funding with them.

An Asset Management Plan was needed in Herefordshire that was open and transparent and listed priorities. This plan needed to be agreed in consultation with schools.

Steve Grist, chair of HAG, addressed the meeting and said that communication between governors and the LA was important and our meetings needed to encourage debate. 

HAG maintained an independent voice for governors in Herefordshire.

Steve thanked Caroline Watkins for her sterling efforts in Governor Services.

Governors’ views needed to be taken seriously by the LA, and the comfort of the meeting place was important.

Sharon agreed that our planned meetings were an important part of the process to gain consensus views. Sharon said that she had spoken from the front a lot tonight, but accepted that communication was key. 

Sharon thanked everyone for coming and confirmed that she was happy to talk to anyone, and looked forward to establishing a rapport with governors. 

Meeting closed at 8.01pm

