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Non-Executive Report of the:
Overview & Scrutiny Committee

7th July 2015

Report of: Louise Russell, Service Head – Corporate 
Strategy and Equality

Classification:
Unrestricted

Progress update: Tackling the school places gap – pupil place planning 
and the impact of academies and free schools

Originating Officer(s) Vicky Allen, Strategy, Strategy, Policy and Performance 
Officer; Corporate Strategy and Equality

Wards affected N/A

1. Summary

This report follows up from the scrutiny challenge session on tackling the school places 
gap – pupil place planning and the impact of academies and free schools which went to 
Overview and Scrutiny Committee in November 2013.   This report reviews the progress 
against the original recommendations.  

2. Recommendations:

The Overview and Scrutiny Committee is recommended to: 

1. Note the report findings
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3. DETAILS OF THE REPORT

3.1 The challenge session was held in November 2013 to investigate whether the 
Council’s pupil place planning arrangements are effective and what more could 
be done to meet the school places gap. This issue was identified as a priority 
piece of work by OSC in light of parents’ concerns to Members about the 
growing problem.

3.2 The objectives of the challenge session were therefore to answer the following 
questions:

 What measures had the local authority put in place to plan for school places?
 How has national policy impacted on the options open to the local authority?
 How do we work with schools which are their own admissions authorities to 

improve accessibility of school places?
 What more could the Council do to ensure the pupil place planning 

arrangements were effective to meet the gap in school places?

3.3 Members concentrated on finding out about provision of school places in three 
main respects: provision of a sufficient number of places; ensuring places are in 
the right place geographically; and giving families appropriate choice of different 
types of places.

3.3 The review acknowledged that local authorities faced a number of tensions in 
meeting the school places gap which make short and long term planning pupil 
place planning very challenging.  The five recommendations arising from the 
challenge session concentrated on improving information for both parents and 
Members, continuing to seize opportunities for expansion and procurement of 
new sites and proactively engaging with new schools that are approved in the 
borough.

3.5 The report made 5 recommendations which were agreed by OSC and by 
Cabinet.  The body of this report outlines the progress against these 
recommendations.  The original report with recommendations is attached as 
Appendix A.  The action plan which accompanies the report is attached as 
Appendix B.

4. BODY OF REPORT

4.1 Recommendation 1: Continue to identify options for expansion of existing 
schools, whilst retaining existing standards about quality and space.  

4.2 Service comment at action planning stage: This is a priority for the ESCW capital 
programme to ensure the continuing supply of places.  However, the number of 
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suitable sites with capacity for expansion is now very limited and therefore options 
for expansion of secondary schools are also very limited.   The service drew up 
three actions to support the implementation of this recommendation as follows:
 Continue to review expansion options for schools and consider for inclusion in 

the ESCW capital programme
 Design briefs for school expansions to continue to include working to BB 98 

and 99 standards (i.e. standards applicable before DfE introduced lower 
standards) wherever possible

 Implementation of school expansions to consider the priority location of 
schools to meet needs, the management capacity of the school to implement 
expansion successfully and the site capacity to deliver a cost-effective and 
good quality school environment.

4.3 Comment from service: Primary school site reviews are ongoing to identify further 
expansion options.   Schemes for inclusion to be identified take account of 
location, site capacity and cost-effectiveness for extra places provided as well as 
school management capacity.    Viable schemes to be programmed according to 
available funds and to meet need for places by the appropriate time.  Design 
standard for primary expansions uses BB1031 as starting point but is considered 
flexibly based on existing practice and operation of the school.   

4.3Recommendation 2: Prioritise the continuation of procuring and developing 
sites in the borough for schools, the delivery of which can be supported by 
funding mechanisms which could include S106 or (in future) the Community 
Infrastructure Levy.  Explore all options for retaining site allocations for 
community schools maintained by the local authority, as far as possible.  

4.4Service comment at action planning stage: Site allocations for new schools have 
been achieved, but availability of sites will depend on developers’ timetables.   
The need for seeking additional sites through the strategic planning process will 
be kept under review.   The need for school capacity is included in the Council’s 
IDP (Infrastructure Delivery Plan) which is kept under review.  CIL/s. 106 
contributions are sought from new residential development and funds used in the 
ESCW capital programme to provide school places.  Operation of any new 
schools will be considered in accordance with the applicable legislation.  The 
service drew up four actions to support the implementation of this 
recommendation as follows:
 Work with developers to ensure that the LA secures the ability to develop the 

allocated sites 

1 BB 103 is Area Guidelines for Mainstream Schools published by the DfE in June 2014, superseding BB98 and 99.  The 
purpose of this document is to set out simple, non-statutory area guidelines for mainstream school buildings (part A) and sites (part 
B) or all age ranges from 3 to 19. It supersedes the area guidelines in Building Bulletins (BB) 98 and 99, recommending reduced 
minimum internal and external areas. The document aims to assist architects, sponsors and those involved in creating a design brief 
for new school buildings, or for school refurbishment or conversion projects. However, in line with policies which seek to increase 
choice and opportunity in state funded education, these guidelines will not necessarily have to be met in every case and should 
always be applied flexibly in light of the particular circumstances
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 Ensure IDP reviews include updated school requirements
 Develop funding strategies for sites to establish delivery programmes
 Establish operation of new school sites to meet programmes for opening, 

taking into account where possible the options for expansion of community 
schools

4.5Comment from service: Outline planning approval has been obtained for Neptune 
Wharf (primary) and London Dock (secondary) of the site allocations.   S.106 
agreements have secured the Council’s ability to obtain the sites.    Development 
programmes for opening to be confirmed.  The Council is engaging with developers 
for some other allocated sites e.g. Westferry Printworks.  Additional primary school 
accommodation planned in the new Wood Wharf development.  In addition, 
additional primary school accommodation at Millharbour has been submitted, not yet 
determined.  The Local Authority will be providing a financial contribution for school 
provision at these sites.  Potential opening dates of both schools are yet to be 
confirmed.   The use of the former Bromley Hall School site and former Bow Boys’ 
School site for primary provision was agreed by Cabinet May 2015, dates for 
opening are yet to be programmed.   Operation of the extra capacity to be proposed 
as expansion of existing community schools (subject to consultation and a separate 
decision-making process).

4.6 Between May 2014 and May 2015, £2,399,974 of developers’ contribution was 
secured for school places. Following the adoption of the Council’s CIL Charging 
Schedule, future contributions are likely to come from S106, CIL and other 
sources. 

4.7 The Council has updated its Infrastructure Delivery Plan (IDP) as part of the 
production of the CIL Charging Schedule, which came into force on 1 April 2015.  
The IDP includes updated references to the need for school capacity and the 
importance of keeping this under review with our colleagues in CLC. 

4.8 Strategic Planning are beginning the review of the Local Plan. This will consider 
the need for future allocations for school sites, and how to manage the need for 
additional school places if required in including consideration of expansion to 
existing schools. The requirement for additional school capacity has been 
included in South Quay Masterplan.  

4.9 Recommendation 3: Review the provision of information to parents, about 
the schools admissions process and allocation of places, to ensure it is 
flexible, user-friendly and understandable.  
- Consult with parents via the Parents Advice Centre project about the 

current information provided
- Explore alternative methods and formats, including digital options
- Re-assess user satisfaction with the information provided after each 

admissions round.
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4.10 Service comment at action planning stage: This has been included as a key 
priority in the 2014-15 Pupil Admissions and Exclusions Team Plan. The Team is 
in the process of reviewing the provision of information available to parents and 
preliminary work has taken place to revise the various publications, including 
information on the Tower Hamlets website.  The service drew up three actions to 
support the implementation of this recommendation as follows:
 A review of existing publications and online information was introduced to 

parents at the Parent Carer Council (PCC) meeting held by the Parent & 
Family Support Team, on 8th March 2014.

 The PCC to review the Primary and Secondary brochures. 
 Additional workshops will be held to ensure there is wider engagement 

from parents to capture their views.
 The outcome of this exercise and other planned meetings will be used to 

make improvements on the publications and information available to 
parents to ensure that information is clear; user friendly and offers clarity 
on policy and procedures

4.11 Comment from the service: The actions from the workshops held with Parent 
Carer Council (PCC) in March 2014 formed the basis of the content of the 
2015/16 school admissions guidance for parents. The school admission 
brochures were rewritten to make them less text heavy and flow-charts and 
visual aids were included to clarify the processes and guidance for parents.   The 
PCC again reviewed the school admission brochures and other guidance this 
year (March 2015) and welcomed the improvements, including the online 
admissions guidance and visual aids.  

4.12 The Admissions Forum agreed at their meeting in December 2014 to form a 
Working Group to produce guidance for own admissions authorities.  The 
purpose of this guidance is to ensure that admissions arrangements for own 
admissions authority schools are compliant with the Admissions Code. The 
guidance will also take into account good practice that serves the needs of the 
local community in line with local issues. The Working Group consists of 
representatives from parent governors; community groups, schools and Diocesan 
representatives.

4.14 Essential statutory guidance and other related information must be included in 
the brochure, which limits the amount of changes that can be made.  However 
Pupil Services is providing interactive options through the school admissions 
website to seek to ensure that information is easily accessible and user friendly.  
Parent advice sessions will be held throughout the borough in schools and other 
accessible locations in the autumn to raise awareness and share information so 
that parents can make informed decisions when applying for school places. This 
work is being done in conjunction with the Parental Engagement Team.
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4.15 The 2015/16 applications round saw a significant increase in the number of 
online applications for Primary and Secondary schools. There were also fewer 
enquiries from parents’ post-offer day. Tower Hamlets continues to be in the top 
10 London Boroughs when meeting parental preference. This is indicative that 
parents are able to make informed and realistic choices. Where they have not 
received an offer at their preferred schools, parents had a better understanding of 
how the decisions were made and the further school options available.  It should 
also be noted that there has been a significant decrease in the number of school 
admission appeals lodged since 2013. The total number of appeals received last 
year represented a 46% reduction over a two year period.

4.16 With regard to consulting with parents about the current information provided: 
Pupil Services continues to develop a robust mechanism for receiving regular 
input from the Parent and Carers Council, parental representatives on the School 
Admissions Forum and parents in general. This has included focus groups and 
user surveys giving insight into how parents experience the school admission 
process, ranging from the quality and clarity of information, contact with the 
School Admissions Team and the helpfulness of the various publications and 
online facilities.  

4.17 Planned improvements to the service or publications are reported back to the 
parent groups through the PCC and the Parent Matters newsletter, which is 
widely distributed. 

4.18 With regard to exploring alternative methods and formats, including digital 
options: Through the process of gathering information from its service user 
questionnaire and through regular meetings with the PCC, Pupil Services has 
introduced a range of measures to encourage and support parents in using 
online facilities. This has included a leaflet giving guidance on making online 
school admission applications as well as local advice surgeries providing the 
facility and assistance to parents to complete their school applications online. 
This has resulted in a significant increase in the take up of online services, which 
has been externally verified.  Online applications for secondary schools have 
increased from 34% last year to 59% this year; for primary schools there has 
been an increase 44% to 58%. 

4.19 Pupil Services is continuing to explore new ways to encourage more families to 
access online facilities, with the aim of providing a wider range of online facilities 
that are user friendly and accessible. The Authority has also introduced a 
dedicated website to alert parents to changes in the school admission process; 
help their understanding of how decisions on nursery and primary school 
admission are made; as well as provide an interactive tool for parents to find 
information on the schools in the catchment area for their address and the 
likelihood of gaining a school place at a particular school: 
www.towerhamlets.gov.uk/equalchance.
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4.20 The interactive website facility is being further developed to provide more 
detailed information about schools and extended services in the local area. 
However, it has become necessary to explore additional resourcing streams in 
order maintain this progress  and provide further online services, including the 
facility for parents to apply online at times other than at the normal points of 
school entry.  The 2015 Equalities Impact Assessment is available on our 
website: www.towerhamlets.gov.uk/schooladmissions.  

4.21 Pupil Services continues to hold roadshows across the borough to raise 
awareness of both primary and secondary school admissions process. The 
sessions are held at times and in locations to enable as many parents as 
possible to access advice and support. There is regular collaboration with the 
Parental Engagement Team to support these sessions and enable their success. 

4.22 Further collaborative work is being undertaken with the Family and Parent 
Support Team with Pupil Services funding the appointment of appointment of two 
Transition Officers whose primary purpose is to promote parental engagement in 
the school admissions process and raise awareness of policy changes.

4.23 With regard to re-assessing user satisfaction with the information provided after 
each admissions round: Pupil Services, in conjunction with the Council’s Parental 
Engagement Service and Communications Team, has devised an ongoing 
questionnaire to obtain feedback from service users on their experience of the 
school admissions process. The responses are coordinated by the Family and 
Parent Support Team and the results shared with the Parent Carers Council and 
School Admissions Forum, a group representative of all the key stakeholders in 
the school admission process. The findings from the survey followed by the 
outcome of its analysis with these representative groups will provide the basis for 
the Authority’s forward planning for improvements in service delivery. The record 
of discussions and outcomes will be publicised in the minutes from the meetings 
of the Parent Carers Council and Tower Hamlets School Admission Forum 
http://www.towerhamlets.gov.uk/lgsl/1-50/17_schools/school_admissions/admissions_forum.aspx.   In 
addition the Service is also working with the parental engagement service to 
ensure that vulnerable families receive support throughout the school admission 
process.   Impact on services users will be monitored through survey evaluations 
and periodic Equality Impact Assessments.

4.24 Recommendation 4: Provide more information and in a timelier fashion to 
Members about pupil places and admissions criteria to support them in 
dealing with residents’ queries, especially on the day school places are 
announced.   
- Provide information at ward level and borough-wide
- Provide information about the process at application time
- Provide summary information about the process and information on 

outcomes at decision time (for both secondary and primary places)
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4.25 Comment from service at action planning stage: The policies for Primary and 
Secondary admissions have already been presented to Members. The paper 
included information on the application procedure and how offers of places are 
determined.  The service drew up three actions to support the implementation of 
this recommendation as follows:   

 Information on the breakdown of offers by Council ward and borough wide is 
provided to Council Members after each admissions round.  This includes 
information on parental preference outcomes and the planned arrangements 
for children who have not been offered places at the preferred school(s).   

 Information on the policy and process will be provided to Council Members 
before the start of each admissions process.  

 Reports with a breakdown of how places were offered, clearly explaining the 
policy and tie-break used to make offers will be presented to Members.

4.26 Comment from the service: A breakdown of outcomes by Council ward and 
parental preference for both the 2015/16 secondary transfer and primary 
coordination exercises were provided to Members via Council bulletins in March 
and April 2015, including an analysis of Tower Hamlets performance as 
compared with the other 32 London Boroughs.

4.27 For secondary school admission for September 2014, 74 per cent of Tower 
Hamlets children received a place at their first preference school compared to an 
average of 68 per cent across London.  With regard to a place at one of their top 
three preferences of secondary schools, the figures are 94 per cent for Tower 
Hamlets and 88 percent London-wide.   For primary school children for admission 
for September 2014, the outcome was 94.8 percent gaining a place at one of 
their top three choices compared the London average of 92.6 per cent.  

4.28 Information on the policies for Primary and Secondary school admissions in 
2015/16 were presented to Members in September 2014. The paper included 
advice on the application procedure; how offers of school places were 
determined and who parents should contact in the case of query.

4.29 Members were invited to participate in the Authority’s consultation on school 
admission arrangements for the 2016/17 academic year via the Member Bulletin 
in December 2014.  Consultation was for Tower Hamlets community schools 
(nursery, primary and secondary schools.  A report advising of the outcome of 
the consultation on school admission arrangements for 2016/17 together with 
recommendations was presented to Cabinet in May 2015.  The arrangements as 
determined by Cabinet were notified to members via the members Bulletin in May 
2015.
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4.30 Recommendation 5: Pursue efforts to bring free schools and academies within 
the strong family of community schools, supported by the local authority: 
- Prioritise the development of a formal agreement with free schools and 

academies, to ensure they deliver education in line with the Council’s values 
around admissions, curriculum and standards

- Seek Members’ input to the draft ‘Working with Academies and Free Schools 
protocol’ prior to publication

- Where new schools are agreed, continue to build positive relationships with 
them at the Member and officer level and sell the benefits of the family of 
schools, including council services on offer.

4.31 Comments from the service at action planning stage: The Council facilitates 
network meetings for head teachers to ensure they are kept up-to-date with 
policy and other developments in Tower Hamlets. All head teachers, including 
those from academies and free schools, are invited to these meetings. In 
addition, the Council provides a weekly e-bulletin during term time to heads and 
academy and free school heads are invited to subscribe to this. 

4.32 In addition to the free support the Council can provide a range of support 
services to academies and free schools on a traded basis and there are a fair 
amount of services which are already bought in by these schools. The Council 
also provides a named link for each academy/free school from its school 
improvement team.  

4.33 With regard to prioritising the development of a formal agreement with free 
schools and academies, to ensure they deliver education in line with the 
Council’s values around admissions, curriculum and standards: Operationally we 
have a draft protocol which we look to adopt with academies and free schools. 
This sets out both sides’ responsibilities and the Council’s expectations about 
how these schools will work with us in relation to admissions, safeguarding, data 
sharing etc. However, we cannot enforce sign up to the principles in the draft 
document.  

4.34 With regard to seeking Members’ input into the draft ‘working with academies and 
free schools protocol’ prior to publication: Service comment at action planning 
stage: This is a draft document which guides us operationally. It could become 
more formalised with Member input.  One action was drawn up to support the 
delivery of this recommendation:
 Engage the Lead Member and Scrutiny Lead for children in the draft 

protocol

4.35 With regard to where new schools are agreed, continue to build positive 
relationships with them at the Member and officer level and sell the benefits of 
the family of schools, including council services on offer: Comments from the 
service at the action planning stage: The intention through the draft Working with 
Academies and Free Schools protocol is to do exactly this. In addition, these 
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schools are invited to be part of the borough’s family of schools through 
attendance at termly heads meetings and subscription to the e-bulletin etc.  The 
following action was drawn up to support this recommendation:
 Hold early discussions with any new academy or free school about the 

support the Council can provide and how they can be part of the family of 
schools

4.36 Comment from service: This recommendation has not been progressed.  This is 
partly because of the substantial senior management and organisational changes 
within the ESCW Directorate; services have been prioritising the Business As 
Usual activities.  In addition, a new Education and Adoption Bill 2015-16 which is 
currently passing through the House of Commons.  The Bill is making provision 
about schools in England that are causing concern, including provision about 
their conversion into Academies and about intervention powers; and to make 
provision about joint arrangements for carrying out local authority adoption 
functions in England.  The Learning and Achievement Service will have to identify 
steps forward to progress this recommendation in the light of the changes in the 
Bill.  This recommendation will be revisited once staffing and organisational 
changes have been embedded.  

5. COMMENTS OF THE CHIEF FINANCIAL OFFICER

5.1 Meeting the Authority’s statutory duty with regard to providing sufficient school 
places will require significant additional resources.  The cost of a form of entry 
(fe) for primary will range from £4.5m - £5m (the latest report to Cabinet in 
September 2014 suggested that an additional 19 primary FE would be needed 
over the next ten years) and a secondary FE will range from £3.5m to £4m (with 
an expected 21 fe required over the next ten years).  This pointed to a ball-park 
range of £159m - £179m to fund the additional capital costs over the next ten 
years.

5.2 Capital funding from the Department for Education will assist, as will the creation 
of additional places through the establishment of free schools.  Nonetheless, DfE 
capital does not necessarily cover London costs, nor does it cover site acquisition 
costs. The LA has s.106 contributions (to be replaced by Community 
Infrastructure Levy (CIL)) which are used to support the provision of additional 
education facilities arising from new housing developments.   However, the flow 
of contributions depends on development activity so is outside the Council’s 
control.

5.3 The revenue consequences of additional pupils will in most cases be met from 
additional Dedicated Schools Budget, which varies according to pupil numbers.  
At present there are General Fund costs in the region of £1m associated with 
transporting (or providing travel support) for individual pupils where school places 
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are not nearby.  Changes to the admissions arrangements will ease that 
pressure, as will any efforts to provide additional school places.

6. LEGAL COMMENTS

6.1 The Council is required by section 9F of the Local Government Act 2000 to have 
an Overview and Scrutiny Committee and to have executive arrangements that 
ensure the committee has specified powers.  Consistent with this obligation, 
Article 6 of the Council’s Constitution provides that the Overview and Scrutiny 
Committee may consider any matter affecting the area or its inhabitants and may 
make reports and recommendations to the Full Council or the Executive in 
connection with the discharge of any functions.  It is consistent with the 
Constitution and the statutory framework for the Executive to provide a response 
and it is reasonable for the Committee to be provided with progress updates.  

6.2 The report proposes that the Committee consider whether to include this item 
within its programme for 2015/2016.  In this regard, Rule 8.1 of the Overview and 
Scrutiny Procedure Rules provides that the Overview and Scrutiny Committee 
will be responsible for agreeing the overview and scrutiny work programme for 
the year.

7. ONE TOWER HAMLETS CONSIDERATIONS

7.1 Tower Hamlets is the fastest growing local authority in the country so ensure 
there are enough school places remains a key challenge.  With approximately 
263,000 residents, the borough’s population has increased by around 25% over 
the last 10 years.  The borough also has a higher than average young population, 
and growth in demand for school place is anticipated to grow at a faster rate than 
was previously projected.  Current projections suggest that demand for reception 
places will increase by 23% over the next 10 years and by 44% for secondary 
school places.

7.2 Whilst councils retain the duty to ensure that all pupils living within the local 
authority are guaranteed a school place, their ability to influence the number of 
suitable school places available has become more restricted due to 
Government legislation.  

6.2 A key objective of the challenge session is to explore how the council engages 
own-admissions schools in order to ensure it can meet this statutory duty.  
Members were pleased to hear about the work the service does with Free 
Schools and Academies to get them to support some key joint principles for 
educating pupils in the borough, with the majority of Free Schools and 
Academies following the council’s admissions policy.  This has ensured that the 
admission arrangements are fair and accessible as well as serving the needs of 
local residents.
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7. BEST VALUE IMPLICATIONS

7.1 The report supports the Best Value duty by monitoring progress against a 
number of recommendations which aim to secure improvement, informed by 
consideration of economy, efficiency and effectiveness.

_______________________________________________________

Linked Reports, Appendices and Background Documents

Linked Report
 NONE.

Appendices
 Appendix 1 – Scrutiny Review and Action Plan

Local Government Act, 1972 Section 100D (As amended)
List of “Background Papers” used in the preparation of this report
 NONE.

Officer contact details for documents:
 N/A
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