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A report on the quality of the school improvement services provided by the Central South Consortium
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Context

Regional profile

Central South Consortium provides school improvement services for a region of five
local authorities: Bridgend, Cardiff, Merthyr Tydfil, Rhondda Cynon Taf and the Vale
of Glamorgan.

The number of pupils of compulsory school age in the region in 2015 was 111,121.
This represents 31% of all pupils in Wales. There are 398 maintained schools in the
region, 25% of all maintained schools in Wales (PLASC, 2015).

In 2015, 20.7% of pupils in the region are eligible for free school meals. This is
above the Wales average and only 0.1 percentage point below that of the region with
the highest proportion of pupils eligible for free school meals.

In the region, 11% of people aged three and over say that they can speak Welsh
compared to the Wales average of 19% (2011 Census, ONS).

As of 31 December 2015, ethnic minorities account for 7% of the population in the
region, and this is just above the Wales average.

As of 31 March 2015, 2,015 children in the region are looked after by a local authority
and this represents 36% of looked-after children in Wales.

Performance profile

There has been strong improvement in the outcomes for pupils in the main indicators
for performance in all the key stages over the last three years across the five local
authorities served by the central south consortium. However, since September 2012,
only a minority of secondary schools inspected have been judged good or better for
their standards. This is a marginally lower proportion compared to the rest of Wales.

In 2015, over half of the schools in the region are in the higher 50% when their
performance is compared to that of similar schools for all the main indicators in the
Foundation Phase and key stages 2, 3 and 4. This is the only region where this is
the case. Overall, performance in this region has improved at a faster rate than in
the other regions over the last three years, although for several indicators this has
been from a low base.

Over the last three years, performance in the Foundation Phase indicator and key
stage 2 core subject indicator has increased at the fastest rate in Wales. When
inspected, a higher proportion of primary schools in central south Wales have been
judged good or better for their standards compared to those in the rest of Wales.

The proportion of pupils gaining the expected level in the core subject indicator at key
stage 3 has improved rapidly in central south Wales over the last three years, and at
a faster rate than the Wales average. In 2015, performance was close to being the
highest in Wales. The majority of schools in the region are in the higher 50% when
their performance is compared to that of similar schools.
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The percentage of pupils achieving the level 2 threshold including a GCSE grade
A*-C in English or Welsh first language and mathematics has improved at a
particularly rapid pace over the last three years. Performance in every local authority
in the region met or exceeded the benchmark target set by the Welsh Government in
2015. Almost two-thirds of schools in the region are in the higher 50% compared to
similar schools, and only around one-sixth of schools are in the bottom 25% when
compared to similar schools. The performance of pupils eligible for free school
meals has improved at a faster rate than in the other regions over the last three
years, albeit from a very low base. The gap in performance between girls and boys
is the smallest for any of the four regions. However, boys’ performance across the
local authorities is far too variable.

At key stage 4, performance in the average capped wider points score has improved
well over the last three years. Performance in four of the five local authorities in the
region met or exceeded the benchmark target set by the Welsh Government in 2015.
Just over half the schools in the region are in the higher 50% when their performance
is compared to that of similar schools, and one-fifth of schools are in the bottom 25%
compared to similar schools.

Although performance in the level 1 threshold at key stage 4 has improved,
performance in the region has been the lowest in Wales for the last two years.
However, despite this, half of the secondary schools are in the higher 50% when their
performance is compared to that of similar schools.

The proportion of pupils achieving five A* or A grades or at GCSE or equivalent has
been above the Wales average for the last two years, having improved at the fastest
rate across the four regions. However, performance across the local authorities is
too variable.

Performance in English is particularly strong in the region. Performance at level 2 is
above the Wales average in 2015 and nearly two-thirds of secondary schools are in
the higher 50% when their performance is compared to that of similar schools.

Performance in mathematics is the weakest of the core subjects, although central
south Wales is the most improved region over the last three years.

Attendance has improved well in the region in recent years, increasing at a slightly
faster rate than the Wales average. Attendance rates in a majority of primary and
secondary schools place them in the higher 50% compared to similar schools in
Wales.
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Recommendations

R1 Ensure that school improvement services address the variability of performance
across schools and local authorities, particularly at key stage 4

R2 Improve the accuracy of the evaluations of schools by challenge advisers in
order to ensure a greater focus on improving teaching and leadership

R3 Strengthen the procedures for monitoring and evaluating the impact of school
improvement work

R4 Evaluate progress against the regional consortium’s operational plans more
effectively
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Main findings

Support for School Improvement: Adequate

The consortium has a clear vision and strategy to improve schools that is understood
by most stakeholders and underpins the support for school improvement well.
Almost all schools across the region are engaging purposefully with school-to-school
working.

The consortium’s ‘Support and Challenge Framework’ provides useful guidance for
challenge advisers, local authority officers and schools. The framework outlines the
process for categorising schools clearly. It also indicates how challenge advisers
should work with schools in different categories of support. Following an evaluation,
the consortium has recently reviewed the framework to emphasise schools’
self-evaluation and improvement planning. They have also focused more sharply on
the improvement priorities for the region. This appropriately includes raising the
achievement of vulnerable groups of pupils.

Consortium leaders are developing the arrangements for collecting data to inform
school improvement processes and to improve their knowledge of schools well. This
includes collecting pupils’ performance data throughout the year, which allows the
consortium to track progress with greater accuracy in its schools. Many challenge
advisers use this data appropriately to challenge each school’s view of its standards
and capacity to improve, and to make informed decisions about the school’s support
needs.

The categorisation process is increasingly robust and fair, and identifies clearly those
aspects that require improvement. The process allows for a more open dialogue
between schools and the consortium and, overall, schools have a sound
understanding of what to expect. In the last two years there has been a reduction in
the proportion of schools requiring a higher degree of support. However, in a
minority of schools, there are still significant concerns.

Most challenge advisers’ reports on schools are based appropriately on first-hand
evidence, such as the scrutiny of pupils’ work and observations of teaching. The
consortium has suitable processes to quality assure the work of challenge advisers.
Senior challenge advisers make joint visits with challenge advisers and review the
guality of reports to schools. These activities have improved the consistency and
clarity of the reports provided to schools. However, in a few cases, challenge adviser
notes of visits to schools do not focus on the most important aspects requiring
improvement, such as the quality and consistency of teaching. In addition, in a few
instances, reports provided to Estyn in advance of an inspection do not reflect well
enough the findings of the inspection team, especially regarding the evaluation of
teaching and leadership.

In many schools, challenge advisers broker support appropriately and draw well on
the consortium’s provision for a wide range of school-to-school support and targeted
interventions.
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The consortium works effectively with its local authority partners to share information
about the performance of schools across the region, and to identify schools causing
concern. Meetings to review the progress of schools in the highest categories of
support are regular and place an appropriate emphasis on the role of the
headteachers and governors to provide evidence of progress. Where there are
concerns about a school’s progress, the consortium acts swiftly to alert the local
authority and provides timely advice to support the local authority’s use of statutory
powers to intervene in the school.

Teacher assessment across the region is increasingly accurate. Generally, schools
are well-engaged and moderation processes have improved, helped by involvement
in the national verification programme. Challenge and strategic advisers support all
moderation events. The consortium has been proactive in including the Foundation
Phase in their verification processes, and this provides effective support for
practitioners.

To address national and regional priorities, the consortium has developed the role of
strategic advisers, who lead approaches to support schools in key areas. This
includes a regional strategy group to tackle poverty and disadvantage that is working
with a group of schools to identify, evaluate and develop effective practice across the
region. This work is well-planned, and has included commissioned research
resulting in a series of best practice case studies on improving outcomes for
disadvantaged pupils. This has helped to raise schools’ awareness of strategies to
tackle disadvantage.

The ‘Central South Wales Challenge’ is the consortium’s key strategy for school
improvement. It provides a wide range of professional learning opportunities for
schools across the region, at all levels of support, which reflect well the vision for a
self-improving school system. The strategy has four main activities; School
Improvement Groups (SIGs), ‘Pathfinders’, ‘Hubs’ and ‘Peer enquiry,” which together
form a coherent and well-designed approach to school-to-school-working.

All schools in the region belong to a SIG and most schools have engaged very
positively with this activity. The SIGs provide well-structured opportunities for
schools to work together on improvement priorities that are specific to their context,
and to share best practice. Engagement in this work has promoted productive
school-to-school working across the region.

Where more targeted school-to-school working is required, the consortium has paired
a number of schools in ‘Pathfinder’ partnerships through which effective schools
support those schools in need of improvement. This strategy has brought about
improvements in many of the schools involved.

‘Hub’ schools provide professional learning in specific priority areas, such as
teaching and leadership. There is a robust application process for schools to
become hubs to ensure that the lead school has the capacity to provide support.
This is a mutually beneficial process for both lead schools and those attending the
programmes. However, it is too early to judge the impact of this work.
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The consortium has rolled out two pilot cohorts of ‘peer enquiry’ in the region. This
involves two head teachers and a deputy head who are invited into a third school to
review self-evaluation and improvement planning, including lesson observation and
talking to learners and the senior leadership team. It is a method of building
leadership capacity and reflection and improving self-evaluation between peer head
teachers. The consortium has developed a clear methodology for its approach to
peer enquiry and there are early indications that is having a positive effect on
improving leadership capacity. However procedures for evaluating its impact are
underdeveloped.

These support opportunities have motivated teachers across the region to become
more active in and reflective on their own learning, and to support the development of
others. Although participation has been high, and teachers have welcomed these
opportunities for improvement, the procedures for monitoring and evaluating the
impact of this work on standards, teaching and leadership are underdeveloped. The
consortium is beginning to address this shortcoming.

There is a wide range of provision to improve literacy and numeracy in schools,
including core support for curriculum developments. It also addresses the needs of
specific groups of pupils, and provides valuable approaches to develop
school-to-school support to address the particular needs of individual schools.
Improvement in English has generally been good but the impact on pupils’ standards
in mathematics has been more limited. Overall, schools rely too heavily on
interventions in literacy and numeracy to improve outcomes rather than on the
development of teaching and leadership in these areas.

Following an extensive review of provision in the Foundation Phase, the consortium
established the Foundation Phase Alliance, a group of specialist schools and settings
for the Foundation Phase. The schools are committed to delivering professional
learning events to share their good practice. Case studies show examples of
improved practice. However, this work is at an early stage of development.

The consortium is developing a comprehensive suite of programmes to improve
leadership across the region. This includes a broad range of programmes for
headteachers at various stages of their careers to improve their practice, to gain the
skills to support other headteachers, or to lead more than one school. School
leaders show a strong commitment to developing a school-led self-improving system,
and there has been a high take-up of leadership programmes. The Central South
Wales Challenge (CSW) strategy group of headteachers provides a useful forum for
school leaders to discuss and develop the school-to-school working system.
Furthermore, there are valuable opportunities for teachers to develop their leadership
skills through the CSW Challenge, by leading school improvements in the SIGs and
in 'Hub’ schools. These development opportunities are beginning to build capacity
for improvement across the region, although it is too early to identify any sustained
impact on schools.

The recruitment of a regional lead officer for governor training has improved the
consortium’s capacity to work with local authorities to provide support for governors.



A report on the quality of the school improvement services provided by the Central South Consortium
— February 2016

Leadership: Good
Strategic leadership and management in the consortium are strong.

Senior leaders in the five local authorities and the senior management team in the
consortium have a clear shared strategic vision for the regional school improvement
service. These elected members and officers have worked effectively together to
develop this strategic vision and to put in place the appropriate governance structure
to drive this forward.

The consortium’s governance structure is set out clearly in the recently revised legal
agreement, which takes good account of the Welsh Government’s guidance on
implementing the National Model for School Improvement. This agreement confirms
that the consortium is a jointly provided school improvement service and establishes
an effective framework that allocates governance responsibilities and accountability
to a joint committee, an advisory board, strategic and operational management
groups and a host authority.

This agreement directs appropriate representation from each local authority at lead
director, chief executive, and lead member levels. Every local authority is
represented, and responsibilities are distributed between the five local authorities
with key posts rotating periodically. All of the five local authorities engage with the
governance structure well and have taken up their allotted representative posts and
duties.

The joint committee and the advisory board provide clear direction to the
consortium’s managing director and senior management team. These groups
provide the means by which the local authorities’ senior leaders exercise their
oversight of the work of the consortium. The consortium’s officers and the members
of these two groups understand their respective roles and responsibilities, and they
generally discharge these well. The consortium’s managing director and senior
management team are also supported well by other groups of stakeholders such as
the education directors’ strategic group, the headteachers’ steering group, and the
governors’ steering group.

The consortium has a clear and well-articulated vision for their self-improving schools
model. The vision has been communicated effectively through regular reports,
newsletters, briefings and its website and this has led to a high level of ‘buy-in’ by all
stakeholders. However, not all school governors and elected members understand
well enough the role of the consortium in raising pupils’ standards and the outcomes
it has achieved so far. The consortium is aware of this and is currently setting out in
more detail how its vision will develop over the medium term in line with national
expectations.

As well as working together well to develop the work of the consortium as a joint
school improvement service, the chief executives and directors of education of the
five local authorities are increasingly sharing other areas of common interest. This
has led to improvements in governor support, human resource services, and data
analysis. The five local authority chief executives have also recently commissioned a
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useful scoping exercise to identify other education services where joint working may
bring added value.

The consortium’s current business plan sets out well the strategic goals for the
consortium within a three-year vision, as well as its high level goals for the current
year. These take good account of both the Welsh Government’s school
improvement priorities and those for the region.

The consortium has worked well with the local authority scrutiny committees to
improve the impact of their oversight and challenge. There is now in place an agreed
cycle of visits by the managing director and chair of the joint committee to each
scrutiny committee. During these visits, the consortium presents a report setting out
clearly its evaluation of the outcomes from the work of the consortium for the local
authority’s schools and pupils. The consortium has also worked effectively with each
scrutiny committee to provide data and related information, as well as training, in
order to help the committee hold schools and officers to account for performance.
However, scrutiny chairs remain unclear about which aspects of the consortium’s
work they can and cannot scrutinise more directly.

Improving quality: Good

Over the last two years, the consortium has developed into a reflective organisation
that is committed to evaluating and improving its own practice and performance.
Senior leaders take good account of the views of a wide range of stakeholders and
adjust plans and processes when necessary to ensure these meet needs more
effectively. This is enabling leaders to secure increasingly accurate self-evaluation
arrangements and improvements to the current business planning processes.

Leaders and managers use a wide range of first-hand information well to inform the
self-evaluation process. This includes the careful analysis of data from consortium to
individual pupil level. As a result, the consortium has agreed a set of appropriate key
performance indicators against which it will measure progress over a three-year
cycle.

The current self-evaluation report provides a fair and balanced view of the
consortium’s overall performance. A wide range of stakeholders contribute to the
self-evaluation process and their views help to inform the final report. At the end of
each key question, the report provides a useful evaluative summary of the areas the
consortium identifies as in need of improvement.

Operational action plans for 2015-2016 reflect work streams required by the Welsh
Government and contain a brief outline of key milestones over the next three years.
The overarching business plan also includes annexes that set out how the
consortium tailors its work to support each local authority’s additional priorities.
These plans focus on important areas for improvement and include time scales and
costings but do not always identify clearly a lead individual to be held to account for
progress. Overall, the actions in the plans lack clarity and specific success criteria.
This makes it difficult for senior leaders to measure progress accurately. Senior
leaders monitor progress regularly against the actions and key priorities in the
operational plans through a colour-coded system, but this tends to focus on process
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rather than outcomes. Other arrangements to monitor the progress of the 2015-2016
operational plans are often too complicated and are unclear about what is being
measured.

For the 2016-2017 business planning process, leaders have taken good account of
the recommendations in the Estyn report of June 2015 ‘Improving Schools through
Regional Consortia’. The overarching business plan sets out clear performance
targets for schools for the next three years at each key stage. In addition, there are
precise targets to narrow the gap between the attainment of pupils eligible for free
school meals and other pupils and for raising attendance in primary and secondary
schools. These targets underpin effectively the three main improvement priorities in
the overarching business plan. The targets focus well on raising standards in literacy
and numeracy, supporting schools to become self-improving and ensuring that the
consortium is a high performing organisation. These improvement priorities form a
sound basis for the 2016-2017 operational action plans.

The operational plans link well to the consortium’s agreed key priorities and the
self-evaluation report. They contain explicit performance targets for a three-year
period. Each strategic activity details clear actions with specific success criteria and
timescales and a named responsible leader. There are appropriate costings to
support the implementation of actions but because budget level planning is built on a
single-year model dependent upon Welsh Government funding, these costings are
appropriate for a one-year period only. Good quality assurance procedures ensure
that all the plans contain the required information in a consistent format and meet
quality standards. These plans provide a sound foundation to move work forward
across the consortium.

There are appropriate procedures and processes to ensure that the consortium
identifies and deals with risks at different levels.

The consortium is strengthening its performance management arrangements for
individual members of staff. However, agreed objectives and identified success
criteria are not always precise enough to enable senior leaders to judge accurately
the quality of the work of their teams. There are appropriate arrangements in place
across the consortium to deal with underperformance through agreed informal and
formal processes.

Partnerships: Good

The consortium has successfully developed strong relationships with a range of
partners. This has led to a shared understanding of strategic priorities and a clear
commitment to working together to improve standards for all pupils.

The consortium has developed an effective partnership with its schools. This is
enabling it to move purposefully towards delivering its vision for a self-improving
school system.

There is a positive working relationship between consortium and local authority
senior managers. Directors, chief executives, senior officers and elected members
realise the benefits that can be gained from working within a wider region, and
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demonstrate a clear willingness to explore other opportunities for greater
collaboration both with the consortium and with each other.

The consortium is developing its partnership with governors through the development
of a governor steering group, governor briefings and mandatory data training. This is
helping governors to gain a better understanding of their role. The consortium has
started to involve experienced governors in school-to-school support through the
appointment of consultant governors.

The consortium is developing its partnership appropriately with a range of local
authority services. Close working with human resource (HR) departments and trade
unions across the five authorities has resulted in the development of shared
capability and performance management arrangements and this is improving the
support that schools receive.

The appointment of regional co-ordinators for HR, governance, attendance and
looked-after children is facilitating increased collaboration and sharing of good
practice between the five authorities. However, overall, this development is at an
early stage.

The consortium has appropriately recognised the need to develop closer working
between challenge advisers and inclusion staff to share information about vulnerable
groups of pupils. Across the region there are examples of useful collaboration
between these services in terms of joint meetings and visits to schools. A recently
formed inclusion strategy group is providing valuable opportunities for managers in
the five authorities to develop collaborative working and greater consistency across
the region. However, the collation and analysis of data about vulnerable pupils are at
an early stage of development.

Partnership with the diocesan authorities has improved, with regular meetings
between the diocesan education directors and consortium managers. This has led to
improved dialogue with senior officers about issues relating to faith schools.

There has been an improvement in the communication and working relationships
between consortium challenge advisers and Schools Challenge Cymru advisers.
This includes more effective sharing of data and reports as well as regular
attendance at meetings.

The consortium has developed a few useful links with external partners. For
example, links with higher education institutions have enabled the consortium to
develop a range of professional development opportunities for new and experienced
headteachers.

Collaboration with the other consortia has provided useful opportunities for sharing
good practice. Examples of these include the developments relating to Welsh
medium secondary education and the ‘Valleys Project’. However, it is too early to
evaluate the impact of this work.

Resource management: Adequate

The consortium has sound financial management processes in place, which allow for
budgets for core funding and grant expenditure to be set robustly and monitored
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carefully. Costs are kept under regular and tight review by consortium staff,
education directors and the joint committee. The consortium is managing the
challenges of grant allocation well. This is helped by solid relationships between
finance officers in the consortium and local authorities.

The link between the business planning process and spending decisions is
developing well. The consortium is making good use of data to allocate resources
against key priorities. As part of its priority of school-led support, the consortium
increased the proportion of grant funding delegated to schools from 2015-2016
compared with previous years. This proportion is higher than Welsh Government
requirements.

The local authority core funding to the consortium is lower than set out in the Welsh
Government’s National Model for Regional Working, although this is partly because
local authorities continue to provide certain services such as HR support. The
consortium has been proactive in identifying efficiencies by reducing both
administration costs and duplication of work and increasing external income from the
use of its office space. This has enabled the consortium to reduce the local authority
core funding by 5% for 2016-2017 and a further 5% for 2017-2018 without impacting
on core services. Plans are in place to review other areas for collaboration across
the region, such as governor support, further to reduce costs and improve the
effectiveness of the services.

The consortium has started to assess its value for money, although it recognises that
there is still further work to do to develop this process and demonstrate that the use
of resources is having the best possible impact on outcomes. The consortium has
used the results of its value for money reviews to reconfigure particular services such
as Foundation Phase support. This has led to a reduction in costs in this area.
However, it is too early to assess the impact of these changes to determine if they
have delivered better value for money.

11
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Glossary of terms

National Curriculum
Expected National Curriculum levels

e By the end of the Foundation Phase, at the age of seven, pupils are expected to
reach Foundation Phase outcome 5 and the more able outcome 6.

e By the end of the key stage 2, at the age of eleven, learners are expected to
reach level 4 and the more able to reach level 5.

e By the end of the key stage 3, at the age of fourteen, learners are expected to
reach level 5 and the more able to reach level 6 or level 7.

Foundation Phase indicator (FPI)

Progress in learning through the Foundation Phase is indicated by outcomes (from
outcome 1 to outcome 6). The Foundation Phase indicator (FPI) relates to the
expected performance in three areas of learning in the Foundation Phase: literacy,
language and communication in English or Welsh first language; mathematical
development; personal and social development, wellbeing and cultural diversity
Pupils must achieve the expected outcome (outcome 5) in the three areas above to
gain the Foundation Phase indicator.

Core subject indicator in key stages 2, 3and 4

The core subject indicator relates to the expected performance in English or Welsh
first language, mathematics and science, the core subjects of the National
Curriculum. Learners must gain at least the expected level in either English or Welsh
first language together with mathematics and science to gain the core subject
indicator.

External examinations at key stage 4 or post-16

Core subject indicator — as above.

Level 1 qualification — the equivalent of a GCSE at grade D to G.

The Level 1 threshold — learners must have gained a volume of qualifications
equivalent to five GCSEs at grades D to G.

Level 2 qualification — the equivalent of a GCSE at grade A* to C.

The Level 2 threshold — learners must have gained a volume of qualifications
equivalent to five GCSEs at grade A* to C.

The Level 2 threshold including English or Welsh first language and
mathematics — learners must have gained level 2 qualifications in English or Welsh
first language and in mathematics as part of their threshold.




Level 3 qualification — the equivalent of an A level at A* to C.

The Level 3 threshold — learners must have gained a volume of qualifications
equivalent to two A levels at grade A* to E.

The average wider points score includes all external qualifications approved for
use in Wales at the relevant age — for example at age 16 or 18. To calculate this, the
total points gained by all learners in the cohort is divided by the number of learners.

The capped average points score only includes the best eight results for each pupil
from all qualifications approved for use in Wales at age 16.

All-Wales Core Data sets

Schools and local authorities may refer to performance relative to their family of
schools. These families of schools have been created to enable schools to compare
their performance to similar schools across Wales. Families include schools with
similar proportions of pupils entitled to free school meals, living in 20% most deprived
areas of Wales, having special education needs at school action plus or statemented
and with English as an additional language acquisition less than competent.



