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	summary OF REPORT:

The council’s need to make budget reductions puts enormous pressure on CFE Finance’s ability to continue to support and train school staff at no charge. This paper seeks the Forum’s views on possible strategies, including whether the Forum would wish to commit some of the schools’ DSG to underwrite the continued provision of certain services


Background

1. CFE Finance is responsible for delivering a wide range of school-related services, ranging from essential statutory requirements such as managing the funding formula and school accounting returns, to offering ‘traded’ services such as bursarial functions and other in-school support for schools to buy if they wish.

2. School finance training for governors, headteachers and other school staff is a significant element of the current operation. Some could be seen as an essential, almost statutory function, whereas it could be argued that many elements go beyond any ‘legal’ minimum, but by providing them free schools will be more likely to take them up, and will therefore achieve higher standards in their overall financial management, leading to fewer problems later on.

3. CFE resources are finite and this limits our ability to implement the many enhancements and improvements that we know schools would value and which could improve the effectiveness and efficiency of school management. The Forum recognised this last year and agreed to use some of its one-off unallocated DSG schools budget to fund the highly successful Senior Leaders training that has now been running for over a year.

4. CFE is having to make efficiency savings to achieve significant budget reductions next year and even greater ones the year after.  This will only be possible through three main strategies:-

· By not filling vacancies – this reduces the need for compulsory redundancy but may leave gaps in expertise and experience. Since the essential statutory work must still go ahead, this puts a squeeze on discretionary, especially development and improvement time.  

· By further cutting back on discretionary activity and reducing statutory work to the basic minimum. An example of this might be the issuing of school budgets which we must calculate and publish, but the associated salary calculators, three year planning and other tools are provided as discretionary services to make schools’ responsibilities easier to fulfil.

· By charging for services, including some training that has previously been free, and/or by offering new additional services at a price that not only covers costs, but returns a surplus.

5. Relying on income, especially from schools if they too begin to face growing efficiency targets through budget restrictions, could be a high risk strategy. The purpose of this paper is to seek the Forum’s views on, and possible direct financial support for, sustaining and developing further the financial services we provide.

Training

6. The current finance training programme is extensive, but not exhaustive. All courses are continually updated in line with statutory and local requirements, ensuring there is a strong link to the Scheme for Financing schools and the KCC School Budget Book.

7. On average CFE Finance provide 85 school training sessions per academic year offering 955 places, and 14 governor sessions offering 350 places. A list of current activity is set out in part C of the appendix.

8. The all-new Senior Leaders programme has been very well received and continues to be very popular. An analysis of Head Teacher interview finance tests has shown that the confidence and ability of those that have attended a senior leaders course exceeds that of others that have not benefited from it.

9. Still more could be done. It is remarkable how many senior leaders, deputies and even new headteachers promoted from deputy have had no exposure to or experience of the budget. It is also the case that linkages between school development planning and budget strategy are weak, and as was noted by the recent Forum panels reviewing school balances, spending decisions are often made with apparent disregard for known shortfalls in standards. Work with the Advisory Service is underway but again requires additional resource to develop materials, disseminate good practice and embed ongoing liaison between those close to schools, such as SIPS, and the finance team. 

10. Our capacity to even maintain the current training programme will, however, be severely affected by the budget pressures. The Statutory Team must continue to perform its job of monitoring school budgets and intervening where difficulties arise and this will take priority over non-essential training. Charging and/or other income sources need to be pursued.

Other Financial Services

11.  Given the extent of efficiency savings that have to be achieved, all possible avenues for charging or ending services have to be considered. The Appendix contains an initial, non-exhaustive list of possibilities.
12. Some of these ideas may find favour with schools who might be pleased to have access to a much wider range of support and training, and may consider that the services offer good value, at a price that despite tight budgets is still relatively small in the context of their total resources. 

13. The difficulty in offering any additional services is knowing what the level of demand might be – we cannot take on and train staff only to find income levels will not cover their costs. We would like, therefore, to canvass schools in order to assess the level of possible interest, and would welcome the Forum’s views on this and how best to approach it.

14. Above all we need the Forum’s support and cooperation in explaining to other schools in their areas how important this strategy is to maintaining a strong and healthy finance service, to avoid it becoming a more minimalist function that is only able to meet its statutory functions with no capacity to help schools fulfil their roles, or support and train new staff and governors. 

Unallocated DSG Resources 

15. In considering how the unallocated/uncommitted one-off and on-going DSG budget might be utilised, the Forum is asked to consider if it wishes to continue to support the maintenance and/or further development of some of these services.

16. A further one-off DSG contribution might be used to sustain certain training for a limited period, or to commission some specific developments

17. Given the overall budget prospects, however, a more helpful approach to sustaining and guaranteeing a continuing service level would be a contribution covering the whole of the next three year period. Depending on the amount, this could both maintain existing services, and pump-prime the development of new services during an initial period during which we could establish what the schools market wanted and would be prepared to pay for.  

18. Although exposing this activity to ‘market forces’ is totally consistent with the philosophy of maximum delegation and school choice, we know in practice that school financial management is highly variable, that those most in need of support and training often don’t take it up, and the authority (and other schools) then end up picking up the pieces and costs.

19. If some of these services are withdrawn or made chargeable there is little doubt that standards in some schools will fall and the authority will have to increasingly intervene. Consequent costs would ultimately then have to come from the collective schools’ budget anyway.

Recommendation

The Forum is asked to 

i) give a view on the proposals to raise the profile of financial services that schools can pay for; to increase our marketing activity, and to seek individual schools’ views on what services they might be interested in paying for;
ii) consider making a contribution from uncommitted DSG resources to support the maintenance and further development of financial training and support to schools, preferably for a minimum three year period.
Bob Smith 

Finance Manager

Appendix  
A RANGE OF POSSIBLE SERVICES THAT SCHOOLS COULD BUY INTO, AND AREAS SUBJECT TO POSSIBLE CHARGES
A  Training

The areas the team would like to develop are as follows: 
· Improving the quality of  Schools monitoring
Targeting schools which appear consistently poor at monitoring, to include Head Teachers and Governors.  The aim will be to work through the fundamentals of monitoring, how monitoring links to the 3 year plan and the school development plan. Referring to tighter BCM controls and challenging budgets, and how to adapt the plan to meet changing forecasts
· Three year plans – and beyond

How to construct them, why do it, the benefits, and how to manage uncertainties. How to keep the plan updated as a living document. 

· Costing of the School Development Plan

Work with the Advisory Service in providing guidance to ensure the implications of the SDP are expressed in cost terms, that those costs are factored into the medium term plan, and most importantly, how the schools staffing policy and strategy must also be linked in.

· Schools Facing Financial Difficulty

To help schools that foresee financial difficulty, advising on financial planning, monitoring and making strategic decisions (including staffing). It is possible that this could include input from ASK and Schools Personnel Service. This could also extend to drawing up and submitting deficit recovery plans and working to see them managed and implemented. 

· Training for New Headteachers, new governors, new finance staff

In addition to planned annual events, the capacity to offer more responsive, bespoke and tailored training as and when staff change

· New Bursar induction

Provide new bursars with the information they need in school e.g. contacts who does what, how to find their way around Kent Trust Web, understanding Kent’s financial data, CFR coding etc

· Accredited Bursar course

Investigation is currently taking place regarding an accredited course to sit alongside the nationally recognised and very popular Certificate in School Business Management (CSBM).  Local universities have been contacted regarding acting as partners.
· Finance training for existing Head Teachers, for existing governors, for existing finance staff
Refresher training for existing personnel who have been in post for a number of years, gives an opportunity to highlight any statutory changes and build on existing knowledge.
· Benchmarking – why, how and the benefits. Using the Kent data and national audit commission tool

· ‘Valuable Lessons’ – the Audit Commission’s latest good practice publication. Applying it to your school, and the use of the self-assessment and school workforce tools 

· Embedding FMSiS so that it contributes to school improvement, rather than being a burden!
· Basic school financial processes training - individual modules, leading from basics towards more complex procedures including extracting FMS6 data into excel reports
· Roll out of automated payment system e.g. BACS 

At present the majority of schools use cheques for paying their suppliers. Some suppliers are no longer accepting cheques as a method of payment. Research and training will be needed for implementing the new payment system.

· Personnel Links

This allows schools to add staff payroll costs into SIMS personnel which can then be transferred to FMS6. Developing methods for avoiding double handling of pay data for the purposes of staff salary budget calculations and forecasting.
· Accounts Receivable

Although some schools are using this module many are not. Using Accounts Receivable ensures schools keep their accounts up to date and record income as invoices are received. 

· Equipment register
Provide training to introduce the use of this module within FMS6.

· Governors guide to LMS and DSG (and for headteachers?)
B  New / Additional Services (Some of these involve doing the work for schools that is covered by the training if the capacity/capability is not available in school)

· Benchmarking service (data collection, analysis, comparison report, investigation of reasons for differences etc, conclusions, report to governors)
· Statement of Internal control, other financial assurance services for the Headteacher and governors
· Voluntary fund (routine bookkeeping, end of year accounts, audit)
· Bursar recruitment and appointments process, providing a staff ‘handover pack’
· Headteacher appointments - finance test
· Project finance, external funding issues, loan applications
· Responding to 'valuable lessons' Collecting data, completing the self assessment and reporting the findings/conclusions.
· Setting up and populating the FMS6 asset register
· Complete the FMSiS assessment (with school representatives)
· Undertake a school efficiency ‘audit’ to identify areas for potential saving including procurement arrangements
· An ‘insurance’ package – pay an annual premium that guarantees financial support is available in a variety of situation, such as illness, accident or periods of vacancy
· Remote access to school system for agreed services – saves time, reduces cost
C   New Charges for Existing Free Services
Charging could be introduced for any of the following existing training courses
· Introduction to School Finance (4 days)

· FMS6 Health check

· Budget Setting to include 3 year plans

· Budget Monitoring

· Closedown Training

· Accounts Payable (new one day course for January 2009)

· Head Teacher Induction.

· Senior Leaders: Understanding school finances

· Governor training – Introduction to Finance

· Governor training -  Statutory Roles and Responsibilities

· VAT Course

Other activities that could be charged for

· Administration fee for school loans (already in finance scheme and about to be implemented)
· Administration fee for cash flow advances

· Charges for working with schools in financial difficulty 

· Charges for reminders/chasing late statutory returns

· Making some of the on-line resources chargeable
· Supplying copy documents required for FMSIS.
· Extend service offers into more neighbouring authorities

Some of the potentially chargeable elements above do take place already but in a largely ad hoc way. 
Raising the profile of what’s available would appear key to promoting many of these areas. A new marketing initiative might be helpful, and could include a finance services ‘brochure’ to be made available to every new headteacher. 

Additional income/resources would be essential, however, to ensure that what is offered can be delivered on demand, rather than at the discretion of service managers as is sometimes the case now. 
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