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Overview

The Spending Review saw the Department for Education (DfE) making the announcement of a real terms increase for schools, a reduction in funding for 16-19s, a 12 per cent cut in non-school budgets, and a 60 per cent in capital spending. As more details emerge, though, neither schools nor, particularly, other children’s services can yet anticipate exactly how they will fare over the next four years. The CSR made very clear the Government’s ambition for public service and welfare reform, as well as the line it has chosen over financial cuts and deficit reduction – and local authorities will find themselves at the heart of many of these changes. One major uncertainty for councils will be dispelled by the forthcoming revenue support grant settlement, due in early December.

This briefing highlights the implications of the major announcements in light of the information so far available.

 

Briefing in full

Schools and colleges

The headline announcement was a 0.1 per cent a year real terms increase in school expenditure on 5-16s, including £2.5 billion (by 2014) for the pupil premium for disadvantaged children, with underlying per pupil funding to be maintained in cash terms. The settlement was said to cover demographic pressures from rising pupil numbers, and will be accompanied by greater freedoms and flexibilities for schools as most previously ring-fenced grants (including one-to-one tuition, ‘Every Child’ programmes, extended schools, school lunch, School Standards, school development, specialist schools, Ethnic Minority Achievement and funding for school sport and school sport partnerships) are included in a simplified Schools Grant. In a letter to schools and local authorities on 27 October, Secretary of State Michael Gove said that “schools will need to make savings of around £1 billion in back office and procurement to reinvest in teaching and learning” – though overall, compared with other services, it is, as he says, a good settlement for schools. 

However, it is clear that the overall 0.1 per cent increase depends on inclusion of the pupil premium, some of which is funded from within the schools budget, and it has not yet been decided how this will be distributed, either between local authorities or schools – though it is now clear that there will be winners and losers. The Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) calculated that, if the pupil premium were to be set at £2,400 per pupil on free school meals, then 87 per cent of secondary pupils and 60 per cent of primary pupils are in schools which would see a reduction in their budgets, and that 43 per cent of pupils are schools are in schools where the reduction would be 5 per cent or more whilst only one in eight pupils are in schools which would see increases on that scale. The DfE disputes these figures, but Mr Gove has conceded that the effects will vary across the country and there will be schools “where efficiencies will be demanded” [BBC News website, 22 October]. 

Details of the pupil premium, including how it will be allocated in 2011/12, will be announced in December. There will also be further announcements shortly about other government plans for schools services for children, including the Schools White Paper and a Green Paper on Special Educational Needs and Disability. 

Other announcements included the continuation of the commitment to raise the participation age to 18 by 2015, but a decrease in funding for 16-19 year-olds, and replacement of the Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) in favour of targeted support on the most needy. Young people currently receiving EMA will continue to do so only for the rest of this academic year, and the scheme will close to new applicants in January 2011; schools, colleges and other providers will be responsible for deciding who will receive support from the replacement fund. These are part of the 12 per cent saving in the DfE’s non-schools budget, which will also see the rationalisation and ending of centrally directed programmes for children, young people and families. As these and significant local authority cuts take effect, schools and colleges will see many of their pupils and students affected, and will find themselves playing an increasingly important role in supporting the most vulnerable.

The DfE’s overall capital budget is being cut by 60 per cent. Building Schools for Future (BSF) is being scrapped, and future spending will be focused on ensuring sufficiency of school places and meeting the most urgent needs. 

Early years

The 15 hours a week of early education and care for 3 and 4 year-olds is maintained, and is extended to ‘all disadvantaged two year olds’ from 2012/13. According to the announcement, the overall cash funding for Sure Start is protected, and will include an expansion in health visitor numbers and services; although maintaining a national network of Sure Start children’s centres offering a universal service for all families, they will be refocused on early intervention. 

However, funding will be shifted into a new Early Intervention Grant (see below) to local authorities, and “reforms to Sure Start children’s centres will encourage more community providers to enter the market, including through payment by results.” Overall, the scale of change for children’s centres is not yet clear, but local authorities will find themselves facing a range of difficult decisions (and a lot of lobbying). 

Vulnerable children and young people

A new, non-ring-fenced Early Intervention Grant (EIG) will be established by pooling funding from a range of early intervention and preventative services, including Sure Start, teenage pregnancy, substance misuse/alcohol misuse, young people at risk of not being in education, employment or training, or of committing antisocial behaviour; it will be worth around £2 billion by 2014/15. Councils are expected to use this fund to take a whole family approach, and to encourage diversity of provision and establish payment by results. Further details will follow.

A separate, but related, development is the establishment of Community Budgets, which will see the pooling of local authority budgets across different government departments; it will be for local authorities to decide which departmental budgets they wish to pool locally, with a focus on helping families with complex needs. This is being piloted in sixteen areas, with a view to rolling it out nationally over the CSR period. It is likely that the EIG will become absorbed into Community Budgets. 

Elsewhere, the removal of ring-fencing from council funding (generally welcomed) coupled with the scale of cuts facing local government – 27 per cent in real terms over the four year CSR period, quite heavily front loaded – will give local authorities greater flexibility, but they will have to apply it to making major cuts. Difficult decisions will be required across the full range of council services, including child protection and a range of support services which play a major role in the lives of many vulnerable children and young people. Local authorities’ future role in reducing child poverty will depend on the outcome of the government review being led by Frank Field, the outcome of which, along with the Government’s first child poverty strategy, will be announced before the end of March 2011. 

Comment

Any spending review is a complex exercise, but this review – from a new government, with a wide-ranging reform agenda as well as a policy of major expenditure cuts to meet an ambitious deficit reduction target – poses more challenges than usual. And there is a danger that the announcement will generate unwarranted reassurance in some areas – for example, it is said that ‘Sure Start services will be maintained in cash terms’, but the funding is moving into a new, non-ring-fenced grant; and the ‘real terms increase’ for schools may well result in more losers than winners once the funds are allocated. 

There is more than enough specific information to make the scale of the task quite clear, but not yet enough to enable local authorities or other providers to determine in detail how they will need to respond. The overarching pattern of change is going to enable – and require – a greater level of flexibility in the provision of services to meet locally determined needs and priorities, rather than meeting centrally-set targets and standards. The tension created by giving more institutional autonomy and flexibility whilst ensuring that the needs of a wide variety of disadvantaged groups are properly met will require a new level of collaboration and partnership working on a largely voluntary basis if it is not to result in those groups seeing a significant reduction in their level of support. 

And entirely new ways of providing that support will need to be developed quickly in the face of some services for young people, not least Connexions and a range of youth provision, being re-organised and/or significantly cut. This will place great demands on the leaders of services, as well as requiring a great deal of those that staff them.
8








PAGE  
1

