Co-operative Schools – Mervyn Wilson
Last year’s Mutual’s Yearbook included an article about the development of a co-operative model for the governance of a school, or group of schools, being supported by the Co-operative College and the Co-operative Group. 

In 2008 Reddish Vale Technology College, Stockport, Greater Manchester, became the first Co-operative Trust and was soon followed by schools across England starting the consultation processes to become co-operative trusts. To date, September 2010, there are 95 schools in co-operative trusts with many more in the final stages of consultation, with co-operative schools operating from Cornwall to the North Pennines and from Suffolk to Worcestershire. In September two Co-operative Academies, in Manchester and Stoke-on-Trent, sponsored by the Co-operative Group, joined the growing family of co-operative schools.

The rapid growth in the number of schools in co-operative trusts in 2010 was largely due to community based clusters of schools, involving all the schools in a geographic area. The largest of these is in Harlow, Essex, where ten schools are now part of the Harlow Learning Partnership Trust. In Leeds two neighbouring co-operative trusts have twelve full member schools and three associate member schools.

Co-operative schools are drawing growing academic interest, which is not surprising in view of their impressive overall performance in schools’ improvement. In September 2010 the average improvement in the percentage of pupils achieving the Government benchmark of five or more GCSEs at grade A*-C including Maths and English rose by 17%, well above the national average. Some schools achieved spectacular advances, and are amongst the most improved schools in the country. Sutherland School in Telford raised its five A*-C including Maths and English from 33% to 60%, and Plant Hill in Manchester, now The Co-operative Academy, from 17% in 2009 to a remarkable 42%.

Despite the change of priorities of the new Government, the number of co-operative schools is expected to continue to grow, with more schools engaged in the consultation and statutory processes in the autumn term, and interest in developing a co-operative model for the new academies.
In March the initial wave of co-operative trust schools established the Schools Co-operative Society registered as a society for the benefit of the community, and aiming to develop a range of services to support the growth of co-operative schools.
This new addition to the co-operative family is giving local communities a real say in the way their education is provided. Developments are rapid as the following case studies demonstrate. They exemplify how co-operative trust schools are engaging with their communities and involving key stakeholders in  transforming aspirations and achievement through co-operation.

Close to both the M25 and the River Thames is St Clere’s School, in Stanford-Le-Hope, Essex which specialises in  Science. The school has over 1,000 students aged between 11 and 16, and although the number of free school meals is below the national average the number of students with a statement of special educational needs is almost double the national average. .  Despite this, in 2010, 67% of students gained five A* - C GCSEs  including English and Maths in 2010 while 92% of students gained 5 A* - C GCSEs.   

St Clere’s Co-operative Trust was established in April 2009. Headteacher, Paul Griffiths, is clear that membership gives a ‘voice’ in the school and that this leads to the raising of student achievement.  Developing the membership is thus a key activity and he adds that the co-operative’s ethical base is one of the important factors helping to engage members. 
Brian Martin, the vice chair of governors for St Clere’s, is leading the developments on another aspect of engaging members, the ‘membership offer’. So far this includes preferential rates for booking the school’s facilities, reduced prices on school uniform, a membership card from the schools co-operative trustee the Cheltenham Star Co-operative Society. Brian’s aim is to build support for the school through engagement with local community groups, youth clubs, football clubs, churches and businesses and active discussions are taking place with a local credit union to establish a savings and loan scheme for members. Membership is rapidly developing thanks to the schools community activities. 
“Students make an outstanding contribution to the community and speak enthusiastically about the many ways in which they participate in community activities.”  OFSTED

At the community fun day, information about the Trust and fair trade goods were available, at the new parents’ evening over 150 became members and for the new students a co-operative learning day was held, arranged in partnership with the Co-operative College, as part of their induction programme.

Local schools are actively seeking collaboration with St Clere’s. Hassenbrook School, a specialist technology college, began a formal partnership in September 2010 to plan a joint 14–19 programme. Other discussions are well underway with primary ‘feeder’ schools who are expected to start the consultation processes to join the trust shortly.
Upper Shirley High School, in Southampton, was previously known as Bellemoor School and is specialist in mathematics and computing with over 500 students. The students are from diverse cultures including hite British, south Asian, African, Eastern Europe and the Middle East and this leads to higher than average student numbers who speak English as an additional language. The school also has a higher than average proportion of students with learning difficulties and/or disabilities.

In April 2009 the Upper Shirley Learning Community Trust was established and as the head teacher of Upper Shirley High School, Cassie Ellins, says:
“The co-operative movement’s values underpin those of the school and the unique network of other co-operative schools and the global co-operative movement enriches their international links and global awareness.”
The Trust is rapidly growing as the other schools in the area - three infant schools, two junior schools and two special schools have now joined the Trust. The local sixth form college, Taunton’s College, are represented as trustees.  The shared Trust means that parents and members from the local community will be able to be actively involved in an all through learning model – putting lifelong learning at the heart of the community.
A key challenge that Cassie Ellins identified in the development of the Trust was communication with members. One of the innovative solutions was the development of the school’s student council into a wider school parliament. Involving people from all the Trust membership, the parliament is a key mechanism to identify and implement issues. The strengths, well known to co-operatives, of self help and self responsibility have resulted in concrete activity to develop member involvement, such as a food and wine tasting, an introduction to fair trade and invitations to other co-operatives in the Southampton area to take part. 
One particularly successful event saw the Co-operative Group supporting a two day ‘Farm to Fork’ workshop. This involved students from the Trust schools and parents working together to explore the growing and production of healthy food. A farmer, visiting the Trust as part of the event, created an unexpected opportunity with plans for students from Southampton to visit the farm, in the north of England – a potentially life changing experience for inner city youngsters.    

Cassie is passionate about the co-operative Trust and firmly putting the child at the centre of education but has it made a noticeable difference?:

“Parents, teachers and students working together is really valuable, especially the ability to share resources amongst schools.” Steve Laybourne, parent member.
“Having lived in the area for 45 years we would never walk to the same side as the school it was such a troubled school ...since it has joined a Trust it has made a complete difference, it has revolutionised the school.”  Anver Jeevanjee, school governor.
“We work very closely with other partners in the Trust, that means that our children are having many opportunities across the phase – that’s fantastic.” Sian Roberts, teacher. 

“More people are taking part and we (the students) are joining in more.” Booky Tipsuwan, Emilia Bromby and Dani Mattingly, student members.

Sutherland Business and Enterprise College is in Telford and has been a specialist in business and enterprise since 2008. The students are from a wide range of social backgrounds from local estates although the percentage of students from minority ethnic groups is below average. The proportion of students with special educational needs and/or disabilities is close to the national average and in 2009 the college achieved the Healthy School award.

In 2008 the college became a co-operative trust with sponsorship from Midcounties Co-operative Society. Steve Walls, head teacher, aims for students to feel a greater sense of ownership through membership of the Trust. He explains that co-operative values run through, and structure, everything and have been bringing improvements to teaching, learning and the ethos of the school. Students are engaged with co-operative values through activity. For instance the selection of head boy and girl is through a one person one vote system – teachers and students – and students engage in self help activities with one example being their raising funds for new seating around the school.  

Achievements have been significant with some surprising spin offs. This year saw a dramatic improvement in exam results.  Having already moved the ‘value added’ measure from the bottom 10% to the top 10% in the country the percentage of students with 5 A*-C grades at GCSE, including English and Maths, increased from 33% to 60% with an overall GCSE pass rate of 97% 5 A*-C, the best results for a comprehensive in the borough.

A justly proud Steve said: “We congratulate the students, their families and all of the staff here who have supported them. The results demonstrate the high quality and commitment of staff. It is a significant moment in the school’s history and one to celebrate with our young people. We wish them every success in the next stage of their lives.”
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