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Structural interventions will work best where 43. 

they build upon and complement the school 

improvement support a school is receiving 

through the National Challenge. It is crucial that 

in implementing a structural intervention local 

authorities plan for the change by developing 

clear short and long-term improvement 

objectives, and establish effective arrangements 

for communicating with parents and the wider 

community, securing their involvement and 

support.

Structural interventions

The establishment of a hard federation could involve a National Challenge school joining with 

a high performing school under a single governing body and usually an executive head teacher. 

Hard federations afford schools the opportunity to form sustainable partnerships in which they can 

pool their budgets, share resources, share best practice, improve opportunities for staff, including 

continuous professional development and strengthen the school’s curriculum and specialisms. 

Acquiring a Trust enables a school to enhance its governance by securing the long-term 

involvement of external partners, such as local business partners, or universities and colleges, 

who should be committed to supporting and challenging the school, as well as providing clear 

strategic direction and ethos for the school, in order to drive up standards. Trust models may 

involve a single school or a group of schools working under a shared Trust. 

It is particularly important that Trusts and federations involving schools below the floor target have 

clear and embedded systems for generating and sustaining school improvement. We want to see 

permanent partnerships in which the National Challenge school’s capacity to improve is strongly 

enhanced. Many strong schools have resources – staff, systems and innovative solutions – that 

can transfer as part of federations and Trusts. Through the National Challenge, revenue funding 

is available to ensure that these schools can support weaker schools, while sustaining their own 

performance. For example, funding is available to ‘backfill’ senior staff seconded to the weaker 

school. Capital funding may also be provided from the Department, for example to create facilities 

which augment the partnership arrangements involving schools below the floor target.

The local authority may have reason to replace the governing body of a school with an Interim 

Executive Board (IEB). An IEB has a specific duty to run the school on a basis which will secure 

improvements. Local authorities may also work with the IEB initiating changes towards a long term 

solution for the school, including federation, Trust or Academy status. 

We shall also introduce National Challenge Trusts, as specific, hard-edged solutions for schools 

that are unable to raise their results, but where an Academy may not be not the right solution. 

National Challenge Trusts involve a radical transformation, involving the closure of the existing 

school, linked to a plan to reopen as a new Trust school. Alongside the closure plan, we envisage 

an improvement partnership, led by a strong, local school to collaborate and build capacity. In 

many cases, a powerful external partner such as a local business or university would add energy 

and capacity to the Trust. The weak school would then be re-opened as a new Trust school, 

involving all key partners, giving the school and the community it serves a fresh beginning and 
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Local authorities can commission a range of 44. 

structural interventions for schools below the 

floor target, as set out below.

The Department is ready to work with local 45. 

authorities to help determine the right solution 

for individual schools and to identify appropriate 

partner schools or external partners for 

Academies, Trusts and federations. 

a break with previous underachievement. National Challenge Trusts would receive appropriate 

additional funding to enable the new school to restructure leadership, attract fresh teachers and 

develop ambitious plans for raising attainment. 

Many weak schools are being closed and replaced by an Academy. Academies are publicly funded 

schools, established and managed by independent sponsors following the admissions code and 

working in behaviour partnerships and with their local Children’s Trusts, with a track record of 

success in turning around some of the most challenging schools in the country. There are now 

83 Academies in 49 local authorities. We have already announced that we plan to open a further 

160 in the next three years. Our additional National Challenge funding could permit us to open 

up to another 70 – over and above existing plans – if schools, NCAs, local authorities and the 

Department identify additional need. Independent evaluations by the National Audit Office7 and 

PwC8 show that Academies are improving GCSE results at a faster rate than other similar schools 

and the national average. Key elements to this success are strong leadership and governance, the 

one-off investment to make a break from previous underachievement and intensive educational 

support and challenge in the lead-up to the opening of the Academy. By involving committed 

sponsors from business and the voluntary sector – as well as from high performing schools, 

colleges and Universities – the Academies programme can bring a radical change to the ethos, 

leadership, structures and support in a school.

Amalgamation with a stronger school or closure and no replacement is an option where rolls 

are falling and where parents increasingly prefer alternative schools. A reorganisation of this nature 

provides the opportunity to expand the number of places at a popular and successful school, 

increasing the choice of good places available to parents.

7	 http://www.nao.org.uk/publications/nao_reports/06-07/067254.pdf
8	 http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/academies/pdf/fourthannualpwcreportfinal.pdf
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9	  Outside City Challenge areas, which already have similar support arrangements. 

£400million to support National Challenge schools

Budget 2008 announced investment of £200million to support National Challenge schools over 

the next three years. In addition, we are now able to allocate a further £200million of existing 

resources to the National Challenge. The additional financial support available from Government to 

help schools and local authorities meet the National Challenge by 2011 will thus be £400million. 

We will provide universal support across all National Challenge schools, including a National 

Challenge Adviser (NCA) in each school9, at an expected cost of £20million. These Advisers will 

both support each school directly with their expertise, and will broker a tailored package of 

additional support for every school. These school plans will draw on £380million of National 

Challenge funding, and will need to reflect the individual circumstances of each school and their 

risk of not reaching the 30% benchmark by 2011. 

Lower risk schools will need less support. Higher risk schools are likely to need significantly more 

support, including structural solutions. Schools and local authorities, working with the Department, 

will need to identify the appropriate package in each case. Table 1 sets out an illustrative and 

feasible scenario for how the funding could be allocated. 

Table 1: indicative allocation of £400m National Challenge funding

£m

National Challenge Advisers 20

National Leaders of Education and other leadership support 20

Teaching, learning and study support 100

Academies 195

Trusts 65

On this basis, we would be able to transform an additional 70 National Challenge schools into 

Academies over and above existing plans. There are currently 83 open Academies, with another 50 

due to open in September 2008, and 55 more in each of September 2009 and 2010. The additional 

National Challenge funding means that we could now be able to expand the Academies 

programme to 80 and then 100 Academies opening in 2009 and 2010. There would then be more 

than 300 Academies open in September 2010, and Academies would have replaced more than 

200 National Challenge schools. 
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Removing barriers to learning

All schools, including those below the floor 46. 

target, need to move towards the Children’s Plan 

vision for 21st century schools10. This will be 

particularly important for those serving pupils 

who face major barriers to learning. Schools 

below the floor target will be the first in line for 

additional support and extended services.

Some schools below the floor target have 47. 

higher than average proportions of pupils on roll 

who are eligible for free school meals, meaning 

that they are growing up in relatively poor 

The 21st century school

The 21st century school provides an excellent education and does not compromise in its mission 

to see each child achieve all of which he or she is capable. But it also actively contributes to all 

aspects of a child’s life – health and wellbeing, safety, and developing the wider experiences and 

skills that characterise a good childhood and set a young person up for success as an adult. It 

contributes to these wider areas because they help children achieve, but also because they are 

good for children’s wider development and part of a good childhood.

The school actively engages and listens to parents, makes sure their views shape school policies, 

and works with them as partners in their child’s learning and development. Every publicly-funded 

school should look beyond the pupils on its roll, and work in partnership with other schools 

to ensure education in the local area is as good as it can be. It plays a central role in the wider 

community, opening its facilities for the benefit of families and others, and is conscious of its role 

in a sustainable society.

The TDA School Improvement Planning Framework11 provides a helpful tool for realising this 

vision.

10	 The Children’s Plan – building brighter futures, DCSF, 2007, Box 7.1 p.145 http://www.dfes.gov.uk/publications/childrensplan/downloads/The_
Childrens_Plan.pdf

11	 http://www.tda.gov.uk/leaders/schoolimprovement_framework.aspx

We would also be able to create 70 new National Challenge Trusts, and a further 50 other Trusts. 

National Challenge Trusts will involve the closure of the existing school and reopening as a new 

Trust school in partnership with another strong school to share good practice, build capacity and 

develop a long-term sustainable collaborative relationship. In many cases, a powerful external 

partner such as a local business or university will further strengthen the Trust. National Challenge 

Trusts will receive additional funding of up to £750,000 to enable the new school to restructure 

leadership, attract excellent staff and develop ambitious plans for raising attainment. 

Overall, this package, together with existing local authority plans, would deliver structural solutions 

for around half of National Challenge schools, in addition to £140million of additional school 

support. However, the distribution of the available funding will depend upon the assessment by 

schools, NCAs and local authorities with DCSF of how we can best support the achievement of 

young people and meet the National Challenge.
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families. They may also have higher 

concentrations of pupils who are new arrivals or 

have changed schools frequently; for whom 

English is an additional language; from certain 

minority ethnic groups with lower average rates 

of attainment and progress; having special 

educational needs; or some combination of 

several of these. 

Raising standards in the schools below the 48. 

floor will therefore have a beneficial impact on 

narrowing social gaps in education. This is an 

important cross-Government priority, set out in 

the Public Service Agreement (PSA) 11 for young 

people achieving five or more A*-C GCSEs, to 

narrow the gap between attainment of children 

eligible for free school meals and their peers 

which currently stands at 28 percentage points. 

In the light of this, we will offer (through their 49. 

National Challenge Advisers) priority access to 

these schools to action support within the 

emerging strategy for narrowing the gaps 

nationally. We will encourage the schools to 

address the needs of all their disadvantaged 

pupils – not only those eligible for free school 

meals, but also others. For example, we will 

encourage the emergence of active strategies in 

National Challenge schools targeting gifted and 

talented pupils, based on a fair cross-section of all 

pupils in the school, rather than skewed towards 

more advantaged pupils as can often be the 

default. 

Many schools below the floor are working in 50. 

deprived communities, where winning the 

support of the pupils themselves, as well as 

parents and carers is particularly important to 

tackle negative attitudes to learning, promote 

wellbeing and raise aspirations. Some schools, for 

example, use skilled personal tutors to work with 

young people and their families, so that a 

comprehensive and rounded view of their 

progress is made, and the right sort of support 

brokered. 

The success of the National Challenge will 51. 

depend on securing support from wider 

children’s services to remove barriers to learning 

for individual children and young people. Schools 

below the floor target will require highly effective 

support from their local Children’s Trust and in 

turn will need to be exemplary in the way they 

work with local partners through the Children’s 

Trust, as well as with parents, to secure 

personalised support for children and young 

people with additional needs and those at risk of 

poor outcomes. This may require support from a 

variety of local sources and different professionals.

Children’s Trusts will need to provide strategic 52. 

leadership in building more effective links for 

schools below the floor target with health 

services, social care and other partners, such as 

the voluntary and community sector to tackle all 

barriers to learning through early and effective 

intervention and support. And we will ensure that 

regeneration programmes and investment in 

these schools connect with one another so that 

they are mutually reinforcing in benefiting young 

people and their families.



The National Challenge – a toolkit for schools and local authorities
    

20

Giving parents a voice

Parents should feel confident about the 53. 

standards and provision in their child’s school, 

that their child’s needs are being met and they 

are making good progress. Parents have a 

responsibility towards their child’s education, are 

essential partners in school improvement, and 

should be able to influence the plans for schools 

below the floor target. Local authorities should 

therefore indicate for each National Challenge 

Extended schools at the heart of the National Challenge

Extended services can improve all outcomes for children and young people, including their 

attainment. In schools below the floor target, extended services will be a key part of the National 

Challenge.

A varied range of activities, including childcare – This can help children and young 

people to build and sustain a positive approach to learning, develop new skills and raise their 

aspirations. Access to childcare, or a safe place to be, can also enable parents to take up training 

or work opportunities and reduce child poverty. Working together with other schools and with 

external partners can be a good way to ensure that activities are varied and help avoid an increase 

in workload for school staff.

Parenting and family support – Good parenting makes a big difference to children’s outcomes. 

Schools which work in partnership with parents to support their children’s learning and 

development can expect significant, consistent and lasting benefits, making parenting and family 

support a key part of school improvement planning. This support can take a wide variety of forms, 

depending on local need and on what parents want, and may include access to information 

sessions, parenting programmes, family learning, signposting to wider services and much more. 

Again, partnership with other schools and agencies can be the key to making this provision 

sustainable.

Swift and easy access to targeted and specialist services – Schools are ideally placed to 

identify children who have additional needs or are at risk of poor outcomes. In some cases dealing 

with these needs and risks will require the contribution of other services and professionals, for 

example from health or social services. Swift and easy access is about having in place clear internal 

processes so that children with additional needs are assessed quickly, and that they then get the 

support they need – be it from the school or from other agencies. 

Community access to facilities – Community activities on the school site can be an effective way 

to engage those who are sceptical about the value the school can offer. Such scepticism can have 

a very negative impact on children, by creating a culture of low achievement, or where parents in 

need of support are reluctant to seek help from services. Opening facilities to the local community 

can help create positive experiences of learning and build trust in services. Consulting local people 

in designing services, such as adult education, family learning and parenting support can be very 

empowering for communities, raising aspirations, and creating a sense of ownership and trust in 

the school as a local asset.
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school how parents will be involved in the 

improvement of standards including how 

schools can engage all parents, fathers as well as 

mothers. In addition, once the local authority’s 

plans for school improvement have been agreed, 

they should be published so that parents 

understand what will happen to improve the 

quality of schools in their area.

Ofsted is currently consulting on its inspection 54. 

framework for schools from 2009 onwards. The 

consultation document includes proposals to 

consult more effectively with parents on their 

views of their schools through regular surveys to 

collect parent opinion. They will also examine the 

ways in which schools routinely engage with 

parents, pupils and the community, and whether 

schools can demonstrate that they have taken 

action based on these views which has led to 

improvement. In addition, in the revised self-

evaluation template, available in July, schools will 

have to report on their engagement with all 

parents and carers with parental responsibility 

including both fathers and mothers. The 

expectation extends to fathers and mothers not 

living with their children. These proposals have 

the potential to create greater focus on 

stakeholders’ views and will empower parents to 

secure improvements.

All schools should enhance the engagement 55. 

of parents in the learning and behaviour of their 

children through online reporting. Schools should 

consult with parents, pupils and staff about how 

to provide useful information which will support 

them in working together to improve outcomes 

for young people.

Parents already have wide powers to influence 56. 

local provision, including a power to set up new 

schools. We shall consult parents and others 

during the summer months, focusing on areas 

where schools below the floor target are 

concentrated, about how best to engage parents 

in raising standards and ensuring there are 

enough good school places locally. We are 

currently developing a Parents’ Charter, which will 

describe the minimum level of support all parents 

can expect to receive from their local authority.

Staying on track

Local authorities will need to monitor the 57. 

progress of schools below the floor target closely. 

We will put in place systems to help them do this 

and to ensure that these schools stay on track. 

The school, the local authority and the National 

Strategies’ regional teams will meet every term to 

jointly monitor progress in all schools below the 

floor target. The National Challenge Adviser will 

make a formal assessment of each school’s 

progress and may propose changes to the 

support for the school.

Although most of the schools currently below 58. 

the floor are likely to improve, some schools may 

falter. Some may fail their next Ofsted inspection, 

or may not improve attainment fast enough, or 

may even decline. For schools that may be 

unable, for a variety of reasons, to secure 

urgently-needed improvements, local authorities 

will need to consider their powers to take radical 

action. 

Under the Education and Inspections Act 59. 

2006, local authorities already have a range of 

interventions for schools that have failed Ofsted 

inspections – they can add new governors, 

replace an entire governing body, force 

federations, suspend delegation of budgets or 

close the school. In addition, authorities can use 

formal warning notices when schools, although 

not in an Ofsted category of concern and not due 

for inspection, are clearly declining despite the 
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authority’s and the National Challenge Adviser’s 

best efforts to secure improvements12. In these 

circumstances, a valid warning notice allows the 

authority to undertake formal intervention, for 

example to refresh or replace the governing 

body. 

Some schools fall into failure some 18 months 60. 

to two years after a problem has initially been 

identified. Some schools have produced 

unacceptably low attainment results, and poor 

value added, for a number of years without 

adequate local action being taken. This suggests 

that local authorities do not always use their 

powers to address poor school performance as 

fast as they should.

The Government has therefore already 61. 

announced that it proposes to take a new 

legislative power in the Education and Skills Bill to 

require authorities to consider formal warning 

notices when these are clearly justified by the 

school’s performance. We are also proposing new 

trigger points to allow the Secretary of State to 

require authorities to take additional advisory 

services, for example when an authority maintains 

a disproportionate number of schools where 

standards are unacceptably low. The Government 

will consult in more detail on these proposals 

later in the summer.

Who can intervene in schools causing concern, and when?

Existing powers for schools that have failed Ofsted inspections

For schools in special measures, or in need of significant improvement, local authorities may 

use the full range of their intervention powers. They may appoint additional governors, take back 

delegated powers, replace the entire governing body with an Interim Executive Board, or force 

a federation with a willing strong school partner. Local authorities can also, if necessary, propose 

formal closure of their schools. 

The Secretary of State has legal powers to appoint additional governors or an Interim Executive 

Board in these schools. The Secretary of State has a power to close schools in special measures.

Warning notices for schools causing concern

Local authorities have a power to issue a formal warning notice to schools where, although 

they have not failed an Ofsted inspection, standards are unacceptably low. A valid warning notice 

allows the local authority to make the interventions described above, as if the school had been 

placed in an Ofsted category of concern. 

Local authority intervention: advisory services

The Secretary of State can direct a local authority to take “advisory services” in respect of named 

schools, for example when the authority has a disproportionate number of schools that have 

failed Ofsted inspections.

12	  See guidance at http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/sie/si/SCC/news/2007guide
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Ofsted’s proposals for the future of inspection

Ofsted is currently consulting on a new 62. 

inspection framework for schools. The proposals 

are designed to ensure that inspection is 

proportionate to risk and tailored to the school’s 

needs. Ofsted is considering how the future 

criteria for school inspection grades, including 

learners’ attainment, past progress, current 

learning and well-being and the school’s capacity 

to continue to improve, should contribute to the 

overall judgement. Ofsted is proposing that the 

grade criteria for all schools are set out more 

explicitly. In particular, grade criteria for 

satisfactory (and inadequate) schools will be 

defined so that schools are clearer about what 

they need to do to improve. One important 

proposal for consultation is that indicators will in 

future define minimum standards in relation to 

pupils’ outcomes, such as Key Stage 2 results and 

the proportion of learners gaining five or more 

A*-C grades, including English and mathematics. 

Outstanding and good schools will be 63. 

inspected within six years, although one “health 

check” report will be published in the intervening 

years. Schools judged to be satisfactory will 

receive a full inspection within three years and 

any which are in danger of declining may also 

receive a monitoring visit. Inadequate schools 

(those in special measures or requiring significant 

improvement) will be monitored as they are at 

present. We are confident that the Ofsted 

inspection framework will continue to promote 

standards and achievement, help reduce the 

number of children and young people receiving 

inadequate provision and increase the number of 

good and outstanding schools, whilst ensuring 

that the best staff and leaders are recognised for 

their efforts in challenging schools.

Ensuring we achieve our goal

The Government expects that, by 2011, all 64. 

schools will achieve the benchmark of at least 

30% of pupils achieving five or more A*-C GCSEs 

including English and mathematics. Local 

authorities need to start considering radical 

interventions for those schools which are least 

likely to reach the floor target given their current 

leadership and governance. If there are any 

schools which remain stuck below the floor in 

2011, we expect authorities to intervene formally 

to close the school or replace it with good 

provision through a new school – possibly 

through a National Challenge Trust – or create a 

new Academy or federation with another school.

Proposals for new legislation

The Secretary of State proposes to take a new power to direct local authorities to consider a 

warning notice when grounds exist – e.g. persistent low performance. He also proposes a power 

to appoint Interim Executive Boards and additional governors when a school is under a warning 

notice.

The Secretary of State proposes to extend the current power to take advisory services in the case 

of local authorities with large numbers of schools with unacceptably low standards.

Requesting inspections

Local authorities may request an Ofsted school inspection at any time; the Secretary of State 

may require Ofsted to make an inspection. 
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Local authorities need to decide quickly – 65. 

certainly within the 2008/09 academic year in the 

light of results this summer and their existing 

local knowledge and expertise – which of their 

schools are at significant risk of not meeting the 

National Challenge minimum standard by 2011, 

despite all the additional support available 

through this programme. Where they conclude 

schools are unlikely to make it without a more 

fundamental solution, they should pursue these 

options. In some cases, local authorities may be 

able to make a decisive intervention in the next 

few weeks. 

The Government will work with local 66. 

authorities to make decisions in the best interests 

of pupils. This means doing whatever will raise 

standards fastest for children and young people 

in that community.

Conclusion

The whole system of education and children’s 67. 

services faces a challenge in achieving this 

ambitious goal, but teachers, school leadership 

teams, and local authorities share real expertise 

on driving up performance. Their work has 

resulted in the dramatic improvement in young 

people’s attainment and in the quality of their 

schools that have taken place over the last 10 

years.

This document has set out how schools and 68. 

local authorities can lead these changes, and how 

they will get extra support from Government and 

its partners. The very best schools and local 

authorities will need little support from 

Government, but they will have a lot to offer. As 

the National Challenge develops, we will use the 

lessons from the local authorities and schools that 

are making the biggest improvements to shape 

the design of the programme and focus our 

efforts on where we can add most value. We will 

help schools and local authorities to help each 

other, so that they can all achieve the 2011 target 

and take the next step towards making every 

school a great school.
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