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Small schools face a major threat to their survival as a side-effect of Government proposals 

for dramatic change in the funding of education. Writer Stuart Fraser is a governor of a 

small rural primary school, and reports on how teachers, governors and education 

professionals have been debating an innovative approach to safeguard the future. 

Cornwall is leading the way in a new approach to the way schools are run, according to a 

keynote speaker at a conference debating the future of education in the county. 

“The Cornish effect” has pushed the number of schools planning to become members of co-

operative trusts towards 300 nationwide, Sean Rogers told a meeting of headteachers and 

governors. 

Cornwall could be one of the first places in the country where a majority of schools seek to 

band together and pool their resources in co-operative ways as a response to changes 

suggested in the Government’s Education White Paper of 2010, said Mr Rogers, who 

specialises in the field for the Manchester-based Co-operative College. 

“In each part of Cornwall now we’ve got a trust emerging that is strongly local,” he told an 

audience of more than 60 at Sterts Theatre, near Liskeard. 

Led by the 14-school Helston and The Lizard Education Trust, school co-ops are planned or 

established across the county from Camelford to Torpoint to Redruth, he said. Six are already 

in the advanced stages of planning. This “Cornish effect” is pushing the number of co-ops 

from 225 towards 300, he said. 

The growing movement is a response to changes outlined in the White Paper that may come 

into force as early as April 2012: 

• Local authorities like Cornwall Council will commission services rather than provide 

them and their power will be reduced to responsibility for admissions, transport, 

special education needs and school improvement. 

• The White Paper favours the conversion of schools to academies funded directly from 

Whitehall. 

• And it proposes the setting-up of a standardised national ‘price per pupil’ formula for 

school funding.  

These measures could pose a major threat to small primary schools, said Cornwall’s 

education chief David Wood at the conference. 118 schools in the county have fewer than 

120 pupils.  

Until now, authorities in rural areas like Cornwall have been able to set aside funding to 

support small schools. In the future they may no longer be able to do this. 

Small schools, said Mr Wood, don’t have the size, administrative staff or buying power to 

function on their own and their volunteer governing bodies do not want the major 

responsibilities they would have to assume in areas like employment law, pensions and 

redundancies with the switch to academy status. 
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Mr Wood said: “We are at a moment in time when the force of national policy is going to 

bring change to Cornwall whether we like it or not.  

“Small primary schools in communities are about the sustainability of community life and 

that should be supported.” 

Cornwall Council was one of the first authorities in the country to produce a response to the 

changes proposed in the White Paper. Called ‘Championing Children, Championing 

Excellence,’ it recommended all schools, especially small schools, “urgently” consider acting 

to safeguard their futures by working collaboratively. 

It’s a road already travelled in the far West. Helston Headteacher Dr Pat McGovern told the 

conference the issue of establishing trusts like the Helston and Lizard Peninsula Education 

Trust was firmly founded on principle. 

Schools that become academies become independent, he said, and are handed their property 

and assets. 

But, he told his audience: “Education is a public service and a means of offering social justice 

for all. How dare anybody give our schools away to a small group of unelected self-appointed 

individuals? 

“There is not one piece of evidence that shows a link between autonomy and raising 

standards. Quite the reverse.” 

On the other hand, he said: “Co-operative trusts are about mutualisation, not privatisation, 

groups of schools working strategically together towards a shared vision for educational 

advancement with the involvement of the wider community, and protection of educational 

assets, working together to make best use of resources, all striving to achieve better outcomes 

for children and families. We want to teach our children about co-operation and democratic 

values.” 

Dr McGovern said co-operative trusts were democratic and accountable. They ensure 

decisions about education will be taken “very locally”. 

How do trusts work? Sean Rogers highlighted key points: 

• Schools become local authority-funded foundation schools, maintaining their ties to 

local areas. 

• They band together to share resources, up to and including headteachers, for example.  

• They also maximise buying power and can source services such as sharing specialist 

teachers who may otherwise be unaffordable. 

• Each school retains its own head or senior teacher and its own governing body.  

• Each school can manage its own budget, making an agreed contribution to the Trust 

to be used for pooling access to services. Or Trusts can oversee one budget for the 

benefit of all members – that’s a decision for each Trust. 
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• Each school, including parents, staff and students, takes part in the election of 

members of a forum to which the new Trust is answerable. 

• The Trust’s governance is carried out by a board containing a head or senior teacher 

and a chair of governors from each participating school. 

• Each Trust can also invite partners to join, such as the local authority or secondary or 

higher education representatives, in advisory capacities. 

• The Trust holds all the assets of members – buildings and land.  

There are key differences to autonomous academy schools: 

• Trusts do not bear personal and financial responsibility for employment law. 

• Savings and efficiencies are ploughed back into the Trust. 

• Trusts own in perpetuity all their assets; if a school were to close, the value of the land 

and buildings would go to the Trust, not Whitehall. 

• But closure is more difficult where Trusts are involved – the consultation and 

organisation are more time-consuming and demanding. 

Mr Wood thought a Trust bearing responsibility for more than 600 pupils would be 

financially sustainable, whereas academies need to have more than 1,200 students to make 

the additional administrative responsibilities manageable. He underlined that an academy 

approach may be the right way forward for some schools. 

The conference was organised and chaired by Mark Clutsom, headteacher of 78-pupil Upton 

Cross Primary School. It was attended by delegates from as far afield as Newquay and St 

Wenn as well as from primary and secondary schools in the Liskeard and Callington areas. 

Mr Clutsom said: “At Upton Cross we have links with a 13-strong co-operative in East 

London, which has been able to pool resources and access funding for its members. For 

example, its first grant was for £500,000 to fund education in new media across all 13 

schools. 

“Change is the only certainty in education. This is another way of working for schools, and 

building on the success of small collaborations offers an exciting and sustainable future.” 

 

• Cornwall’s response to the Education White paper can be read by following the links 

to education and learning at www.cornwall.gov.uk.  There’s detail on the Co-

operative College at www.co-op.ac.uk  


