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Findings from the peer review of support for school 
improvement for Central Bedfordshire Local Authority 

Overview

Central Bedfordshire Local Authority commissioned a peer review of support for 
school improvement from a team of colleagues from Norfolk, Essex, and 
Peterborough. The review was undertaken on 7th and 8th March 2016 and the 
findings are included in this report.  The Local Authority identified an overarching 
question for the review of school improvement.

 How engaged are schools in the Local Authority’s 5 year vision and how well 
do they understand joint roles, responsibilities and accountabilities?

During the review the following underpinning questions were discussed

How effectively is school improvement support quality assured for impact?

What are the Local Authority mechanisms to monitor and evaluate school 
improvement and how effectively does this shape ongoing priorities and practice 
for schools and the Local Authority?

How do schools feel that the Local Authority holds them to account?

This report includes the following sections:

A. Introduction 
B. Current performance context for Central Bedfordshire
C. The strengths and areas for development  
D. Key recommendations
E. The follow up offers of support from peer Local Authorities

I would like to thank colleagues from Central Bedfordshire Local Authority, on behalf 
of the peer review team, for their engagement in the process of the review and their 
openness to share documentation and developing practice.

Sally Rundell (Education Consultant) 

Peer Review team: 
Chris Snudden (Norfolk), Gary Perkins (Peterborough), Nicola Woolf (Essex) Sally 
Rundell (Education Consultant)
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A. Introduction

The overarching question for the review was:

How engaged are schools in the Local Authority’s 5 year vision and how well 
do they understand joint roles, responsibilities and accountabilities?

To support this focus the Local Authority agreed a set of three further questions to be 
used in all discussions and interviews in the course of the review, which are listed 
below:

1. How effectively is school improvement support quality assured for impact?

2. What are the Local Authority mechanisms to monitor and evaluate school 
improvement and how effectively does this shape ongoing priorities and 
practice for schools and the Local Authority?

3. How do schools feel that the Local Authority holds them to account?

The review involved:

 the analysis of a range of performance data and Local Authority documentation; 
 a school survey based on the key questions; 
 discussions with focus groups of stakeholders encompassing members, Local 

Authority officers, Teaching Schools, System Leaders, School Improvement 
Partners headteachers, governors

This report outlines:

 The current performance context for Central Bedfordshire Local Authority

 The strengths and areas for development linked to the overarching question 

 A summary of key recommendations 

 The follow up offers of support from peer Local Authorities

. 
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B. The current performance context for Central Bedfordshire Local Authority

 Outcomes at the end of Early Years Foundation Stage: 
Early Years Foundation Stage – 64% achieving a Good Level of Development which 
is 2% below national, 4% below statistical neighbours and ranked 9/11. GLD has 
improved by 15% from 2013.Gap to national has narrowed by 1% point over three 
years. FSM GLD is 40% (11% below national and 8% below statistical neighbours. 
Non-FSM is 65% 4% below national and 5% below statistical neighbours. SEN is 3% 
below both national and statistical neighbours

Yr. 1 Phonics:
Y1 phonics is in line with national but 8/11 against Statistical Neighbours
Phonics has improved over time from 68% in 2013 to 77% in 2015 – 1% greater than 
national increase (69 – 77)
Performance of pupils with FSM is 9% below national and 4% below statistical 
neighbours. The gap between FSM and non-FSM pupils is 3% wider than the 
statistical neighbour gap and 8% wider than national gap. This is due to the low 
comparative performance of FSM pupils. 
 
Outcomes at the end of Key Stage1: 
The majority of outcomes at Key Stage 1 are above national and FFT data also 
illustrates significant progress from Early Years Foundation Stage to Key Stage1 with 
sustained high standards over time and good improvement in Average Point Scores 
in each subject over time
Key Stage1 – L2b+ Reading is 2% above National, L2b+ Writing is 5% above NA, 
L2b+ Maths 2% is above national.  Concerns over the lack of external moderation of 
teacher assessment were raised by middle and secondary schools in the light of 
these results. 
 
Outcomes at the end of Key Stage2:

Outcomes at the end of Key Stage 2 are a significant concern. Rates of Expected 
Progress in all subjects are well below national and ranked in the bottom two of all 
LAs in the country for reading and maths. There is a possibility that, if this were to 
continue, there could be reputational damage to the council as a result: 
 Key Stage 2 L4+ combined is 3% below national, 3% below statistical neighbours 

and ranked 9/11 (national ranking 134/152)
 Key Stage 2 Reading L4+ is in line with national average and 1% below statistical 

neighbours and ranked 9/11 (national ranking 112/152)
 Key Stage 2 Reading L4b+ 1% is below national and 3% below statistical 

neighbours and ranked 11/11 (national ranking 114/152)
 Key Stage 2 Writing L4+ 1% is above national and statistical neighbours and 

ranked 4/11 (national ranking 66/152)
 Key Stage 2 Maths L4+ 3% is below both national and statistical neighbours and 

ranked 9/11 (national ranking 140/152)
 Key Stage 2 Maths L4b+ 2% is below national and statistical neighbours and 

ranked 9/11 (national ranking 123/152).
 Key Stage 2 Expected Progress in Reading is 4% below national and statistical 

neighbours and ranked 11/11 (national ranking 150/152)
 Key Stage 2 Expected Progress in Writing is 2% below national and statistical 

neighbours and ranked 10/11 (national ranking 141/152)
 Key Stage 2 Expected Progress in Maths is 7% below NA and 5% below SNs.  

Ranked 11/11(national ranking 151/152) .
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Outcomes at the end of Key Stage 4

Outcomes at the end of Key Stage 4 compared to Key Stage 2 are an improved 
picture with attainment and progress above national average:
 Key Stage 4 5+ A* to C including English and Maths is 4.5% above national, 1% 

below statistical neighbours and ranked 8/11(National Rank 57/151)
 Key Stage 4 5+ A* to C 1.7% above national and, 1.5% below statistical 

neighbours and ranked 10/11 (National Rank 74/151)
 Key Stage 4 EBacc 2% below national and 3.2% below statistical neighbours and 

ranked 9/11 (National rank 101/149)
 Key Stage 4 expected progress in English is 1.3% above national and 0.3% 

above statistical neighbours and ranked 6/11 (National Rank 65/149)
 Key Stage 4 expected progress in maths is 2.5% above national and 0.1% above 

statistical neighbours and ranked 6/11 (National Ranking 47/151)
 There is significant variation between schools
 Performance of FSM pupils is 3.7% below national and the gap between FSM 

and non FSM is 3.8% greater than national

Outcomes at the end of Key Stage 5:
Outcomes at Key Stage 5 are very low across all key measures – both academic and 
vocational

NEET: 5.4% - 6.1%, which is higher than national. NEET unknown is 10.1% below 
national, which is 13.2%. Information provided verbally during the review suggest 
that NEET is now 3%
NEET/Unknown (2014/15 - 3 months average): The NEET rate is 3.7% and 
lower than national (4.7%), regional (4.5%) and statistical neighbour (3.8%) 
averages. NEET unknown is 7.8% which is below national (9%) and statistical 
neighbours (11.4%). The unknown rate is however slightly higher than the 
regional average (6.6%).

Information provided verbally during the review suggests that for 2015/16 (3 
months average) NEET is now 3.1% - this is still to be verified by the DfE and 
benchmarking is not yet possible. 

C. The strengths and areas for development 

Current Strengths:

 Headteachers value their ongoing relationship with the Local Authority
 Headteachers value ‘Central Essentials’ and ‘Governor Essentials’ as an 

efficient communication tool for schools
 The initial development of Teaching schools has been closely supported by 

the Local Authority to good effect through the use of the small commissioning 
budget

 There are some good examples of quality assurance arrangements for all 
commissioned work which could be strengthened by being incorporated into 
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an overarching Strategy for School Improvement.  This would provide clarity 
for all partners.

 All schools have access to and are engaged with the Teaching Schools in 
some form 

 Schools understand the Local Authority categorisation system for school 
support 

 Governance reviews and governor monitoring are used proactively to support 
improved leadership

 There are some good examples emerging of schools working collaboratively 
particularly in Learning Community 2 which could be strengthened across the 
Local Authority

Areas for development: 
 The priorities for improving standards need to be more explicitly articulated in 

the Partnership vision as key drivers for the vision.
 At the planned summer review of the ‘Partnership Vision’ for a school led 

system the most urgent priorities for improvement of Key Stage 2 and the 
performance of disadvantaged pupils should be stated clearly at the front of 
the document, as well as the continuing focus on improving GCSE outcomes. 
(This is based on 2015 analysis of the Local Authority performance of pupils)

 The Local Authority has a developing definition of a school led self-sustaining 
school improvement system, which needs to be further co-constructed with 
schools. The roles of all players in the school led system need to be clearly 
defined and agreed including; Local Authority officers, Lead members, 
Teaching Schools, System Leaders, Headteachers and Governors 

 The Local Authority needs to document concisely their school led school 
improvement strategy incorporating the current school intervention strategy in 
order to communicate the coherence of their approach.

 There is a need to provide more concise analysis and interpretation of 
quantitative and qualitative evaluation evidence to inform members and 
schools of current and comparative performance, emerging priorities and 
actions needed

 Recognising the current members focus on GCSE results, which has had an 
impact on improving Key Stage 4 outcomes, the time is right to extend that 
focus and imperative to address the Key Stage 2 and disadvantaged pupils 
priorities 

 Lower schools have joint accountability for outcomes by the end of Key 
Stage2 and there needs to be more stringent accountability for progress of all 
pupils by the end of Year 4 

 A short term (2 year) raising attainment plan is needed to address the urgent 
improvements at Key Stage 2. This plan should focus on developing 
accountability across the Key Stage 2 with a particular emphasis on Year 4 
achievement. This plan should be developed in partnership with schools that 
have made good progress in improving end of Key Stage 2 outcomes 

 Currently mid-year on track data is only collected consistently in schools of 
concern but this should be expected of all schools and include Years 2 and 4 
as well as Year 6 and 11.

 Schools and Governors express a concern about the validity of Key Stage 1 
assessments and would welcome an external moderation 

 Schools express concerns about recruitment and retention of high quality 
staff
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E. Key Recommendations 
If the Local Authority is to move to a model of school improvement that is genuinely a 
school led system, given the current strengths and areas for development outlined above, 
there are a set of recommendations to be considered by all stakeholders in Central 
Bedfordshire, in partnership with the Local Authority. These recommendations are set out 
below:

1. Ensure that, in the summer term review of the Local Authority Partnership Vision, 
that the key priorities for improvement of pupil achievement are stated clearly at 
the front of the document - particularly Key Stage 2 and improving outcomes for 
disadvantaged pupils

2. Co- construct with all stakeholders an agreed definition of a self-sustaining school 
led approach to school improvement with all roles clarified

3. Provide regular, concise headline analysis and interpretation to schools and 
elected members for the achievement of pupils and comparative performance 
which leads clearly to emerging priorities and actions for improvement

4. Document the school led school improvement strategy incorporating the current 
school intervention strategy to show strategic coherence

5. Continue to challenge secondary schools to improve GCSE outcomes in a school 
led system

6. Develop a more rigorous and consistent challenge to all primaries and lower 
schools to improve outcomes at the end of Year 4

7. Develop a 2-year Raising Attainment plan, in partnership with schools, in order to 
accelerate improvement at the end of Key Stage 2, drawing on best practice 
across primary, middle and lower schools.

8. Implement a system of termly collection and analysis of pupil ‘on track’ data from 
every school with a focus on Years 2,4,6 and 11. Use this data to ensure 
appropriate in-year support and challenge to schools and improve knowledge of 
the ongoing progress

9. Commission external moderators to moderate Key Stage1 outcomes in 2016 and 
develop a more systematic model of cross phase moderation across the Local 
Authority.

F. The follow up offers of support from peer Local Authorities

Essex: 
Essex could offer the following examples:

 The Essex vision for a school-led school improvement model
 Examples of how Essex has ensured that schools and governors know and 

understand the priority and need of establishing a school-led school 
improvement model

 Example of how Essex collects data through an online submission document

Norfolk:
Norfolk has an extensive team of skilled moderators and our Assessment and 
moderation lead is the regional co-ordinator for STA. Norfolk could offer some 
support for external moderation and for the development of an effective cross phase 
model. (Advice and support can be offered free of charge. If Central Bedfordshire 
were to commission Norfolk moderators to undertake external moderation there 
would be a charge to cover costs.)
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Norfolk is strong in the analysis and interpretation of data, the collection, collation 
and interpretation of data and could share their regular reporting mechanisms, 
reports to members and schools, and use of Perspective Lite to collect confidential 
school data.

Peterborough: 
Peterborough could offer:

 Mutual support and discussion at AD/HoSI level to encourage and develop a 
school –to-school improvement model

 Mutual support and discussion at AD/HoSI level to discuss the 
commissioning/ brokerage model with teaching schools


