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1.0 Purpose of Report

1.1 To engage the Board in pre-scrutiny of proposals to establish new 
Alternative Provision in Cumbria.

2.0 Issues for Scrutiny

2.1 Scrutiny to provide pre-scrutiny of the proposals before they go to Cabinet. 

3.0 Background

3.1 In December 2016 Cumbria County Council’s Cabinet agreed the Inclusive 
Cumbria Strategy (2017-22). This set out a number of proposals for 
transforming the Council’s approach to ensuring all children regardless of 
academic ability have the best possible education and support. 

3.2 A key part of the strategy focuses on Alternative Provision (AP) and this 
paper sets out a number of approaches that the Council is engaging with 
partners on, prior to taking a paper to Cabinet in March 2018 (a definition of 
the kinds of learner AP is aimed at is set out in 4.1 below).

3.3 While the main focus of engagement is on AP, the Council is also looking at 
exploring the how a review of AP would help create the basis for a more 
joined up system linking through to Resourced Provision (RP), provision in 
Special Schools, and Pupil Referral Units (PRUs).

3.4 In brief outline the key issues covered in this paper are: 

 what AP ‘looks’ like, where it will be, how it would be funded; 

 likely levels of need, management and accountability arrangements;

 links with PRUs, proposed impact for young people, and other 
considerations relating to the wider Inclusion agenda.



4.0 What would the proposed AP look like?

4.1 AP in Cumbria will represent a genuine alternative curriculum offer and 
educational experience for children and young people who are unable, for 
academic, social or emotional reasons, to access the curriculum in 
mainstream schools. 

4.2 The model for AP will be a ‘blended’ curriculum, giving focus to core subjects 
(English and Maths), with an additional, personalised offer of foundation 
academic subjects, vocational courses, apprenticeships, work-related 
learning, off-site placement, physical and outdoor education. The option to 
blend the curriculum with some access to mainstream school specialist 
provision will be considered.  Assessment will comprise a bespoke package 
of existing accreditations (GCSE, BTEC, Functional Skills, ASDAN, CoPE), 
across Foundation level to Level 3. The curriculum for each child or young 
person will be produced subject to a rigorous baseline assessment of ability, 
potential and need.

4.3 Jointly commissioned teachers of foundation subjects will function on a semi-
peripatetic basis in order to deliver economies of scale between settings (i.e. 
split across two sites to gain economies of scale). The responsibility for this 
commissioning arrangement will sit with clusters of schools.

4.4 Students with different and potentially contra-indicated types of need will 
work in separate classes or streams as appropriate (Social Emotional and 
Mental Health needs (SEMH) or highly anxious symptoms). There is 
potential for this type of provision to be developed further. The west of the 
county currently operates a model in which ten SEMH places are 
commissioned for young people with very demanding behaviour needs 
which we would seek to replicate. This approach would be applied 
judiciously, with a regard to individual needs and ‘best fit’.

4.5 Importance will be given to high quality Information Advice and Guidance 
(IAG), which will be delivered by specialist advisors drawn from those 
already commissioned by Cumbria County Council as well as directly 
employed officers. This service will link closely with employment, 
apprenticeship and higher and further education providers in order to provide 
genuine viable routes into education and/or employment for young people at 
the appropriate age or stage (i.e. Key Stage 4 and above). Destinations will 
be rigorously tracked and analysed. It is noted that, whilst IAG of this type 
will focus on the older student, it is envisaged that provision for IAG will also 
be made from at least Year 8, in line with statutory duties, and below. The 
Local Enterprise Partnership (LEP) are very interested in how they can 
support IAG and Work Related Learning (WRL) curriculum in our AP by 
brokering support from partners in industry.

4.6 Pupils will be educated in small classes (max 7/8), and will be taught by 
specialist teachers in all subject areas, who are experienced in working with 
young people who are vulnerable and/or who have additional learning or 
emotional needs.



4.7 Whenever possible, AP settings will include an on-site outside space, and 
will capitalise on opportunities for outdoor learning experiences.

4.8 AP and PRU settings will benefit from a ‘Team Around the PRU’ (TAP) 
model for delivering support services to young people in-situ, linking closely 
with Early Help, Social Care, Virtual School, CAMHS, Young Persons’ Drug 
and Alcohol Service, LA Specialist Advisory Teacher service, Learning 
Improvement Service and carrying out detailed casework panels on a two-
weekly basis.

4.9 Principals and centre-managers will maintain close links with ‘home’ schools, 
satisfying the requirement to report regularly on progress and attendance as 
described in statutory guidance for AP (2014)

4.10 A very robust and centrally administered admissions protocol will be 
observed and adhered to in order to manage access to PRUs and AP, 
pushing back on schools where necessary, and advising on next steps for 
support (including outreach). This will comprise professional staff deployed 
through the TAP, who will provide support in managing vulnerable children’s 
needs in the school in the first instance, and who will monitor schools’ 
implementation of agreed levels of support. The finite nature of the provision 
and this robust process will minimise the risk of inappropriate admissions to 
AP and help to counter the perception that some schools might seek to 
abdicate responsibility by sending pupils to AP.

4.11 The Learning Improvement Service will lead on quality assurance and 
development of leadership capacity in the system through CASL.

4.12 All AP settings will automatically be members of CASL.

5.0 Where would the AP be sited?

5.1 There are a variety of different models for where AP will be situated. These 
are: 

i) Vacant and refurbished LA property

ii) Possible new-build

iii) Modular provision on existing LA property

5.2 Suitable properties will be identified which could be repurposed as 
educational settings via capital investment. 

5.3 In the west area, provision already exists along a similar model at Richmond 
House. This is in a building which is currently not fit for purpose. A further 
site or extension to existing provision would be developed to allow for the 
need to have separate streams for different profiles of learner need.

5.4 New builds could fulfil the same function, but would clearly involve a much 
higher financial risk, and would also take longer to bring on-line than 
renovating existing properties.



5.5 Indicative costs for creation and siting of modular builds for AP of the desired 
size would come in at approximately £2.7m per setting. The viability of this 
option would be dependent on an appropriate site. 

5.6 Geographical location of provision would reflect the concentration of need 
around the three main conurbations in the north, west and south of the 
county. 

5.7 Buildings would provide two ‘half-sized’ classrooms, which would normally 
cater to groups of 15, which would provide a larger amount of ‘per-pupil’ 
space for the maximum 7/8 per class. Basic classrooms would be multi-
purpose and configurable to a variety of purposes, with specialist provision 
(science lab/music lab/art rooms – two per setting) being either fitted out at 
the point of build, or scope for shared use of existing facilities would be 
explored at reduced cost.

5.8 A further option exists as an idea in its infancy, but with the potential to 
resolve a number of issues – a Local Authority Inclusion Multi Academy 
Trust (MAT). If approved, we would consult on the plan to create a MAT 
sponsored by the LA which would encompass PRUs, Special Schools, AP 
and would also administer Resourced Provision. This would allow for 
buildings to be sourced and populated in the first instance in the short term 
(wave 1), catering to immediate need, with provisions joining the MAT once 
created (wave 2), subject to endorsement by the Regional Schools 
Commissioner. Immediate concerns around loss of capital investment to 
academies would also be mitigated by this proposal.

6.0 How will it be funded?

6.1 Buildings provided by the Local Authority would be made pupil-ready 
through the dispensation of LA Capital funding as described above. Request 
to add £1.5M to 2018-2019 financial year capital programme spend for AP 
will come to Cabinet in February. Prudential borrowing for this spend is 
already committed – so no new borrowing will be required.

6.2 Revenue and running costs would be funded on a subscription basis from all 
schools across the county who would pay-in via an annual de-delegation 
arrangement, regardless of uptake, indemnifying themselves against the 
need to use AP. This is a new approach for the County Council and for 
schools. CASL would be instrumental in selling the idea and garnering 
support.

6.3 Commissioning AP is the responsibility of the school, as per statutory 
guidance for AP 2014. Given the scale of need, and the number of schools, 
actual de-delegated amounts should be comparatively small, and certainly 
less than the amount which would normally be spent by schools on 
commissioning AP independently if they were discharging their statutory 
duties. Further, schools would benefit from the removal of risk associated 
with unknown and unpredictable costs for AP. The nature of a flat rate 
contribution from year to year would help with setting balanced budgets.



6.4 A similar model had been in use in the west of the county around 15 years 
ago, but fell apart due to unsustainability – the de-delegated subscription 
only purchased the right to commission, rather than the full costs, with 
balance payable on entry – running costs and staff salaries were not able to 
be sustained due to the fluctuations in uptake.

6.5 Exact calculations relating to running costs will be available following a full 
technical consultation, although indications of the per/pupil per/year 
subscription, based on the currently successful model at Richmond House is 
£22K – which would be met by schools’ contributions to the revenue budget.

6.6 The LA Inclusion MAT option is more sustainable in terms of revenue costs 
since children and young people attending an AP setting as part of the MAT 
would effectively be attending a registered special school, and would attract 
separate funding. This would be drawn down from central government as 
new money, rather than stretching already highly-pressured school budgets.

6.7 Students attending LA MAT AP would be single-roll registered at the AP 
setting after a trial period in which they would be dual roll, and would be 
manage-moved into the provision through an agreed protocol. This would 
allow for earlier intervention, and a meaningful educational experience with 
positive outcomes, rather than last-minute permanent exclusion. 

6.8 Placing young people of significant need in a bespoke AP setting would 
reduce pressure on existing PRUs, whose Number on Roll (NOR) all exceed 
Published Admission Number (PAN) and would allow those institutions to 
function properly and discharge their brief as short-term, rehabilitative 
support, as opposed to long-term, AP. Wherever possible, existing expertise, 
human resources and relationships nurtured in the PRU environment over 
years would be drawn upon to inform, train and support AP delivery.

7.0 What is the likely need in terms of pupil numbers?

7.1 The AP census at the time of the PLASC return in January 2017 indicates 
approximately 180 pupils attending Alternative Provision for the academic 
year 16/17.

7.2 The number of referrals in the south of the county significantly outweighs 
that of the north and west (South 82, North 52, West 21). This mirrors 
existing provision, rather than accurately measuring need.

7.3 Whilst there is clearly need in the south, this figure is not an accurate 
measure of need. It only measures declared use. In fact, there is ‘hidden’ 
need throughout the system, notably in PRUs.

7.4 PRU Head Teachers indicate that around 25 pupils per centre are better-
suited to an AP curriculum. In many cases, these young people have been 
on the roll of the PRU for years; which is hugely dispiriting for the pupils, and 
distracts from the primary function of PRUs.



7.5 Adding these figures, gives a total, including census, of (3x25 = 75) +180 = 
255 places across the county in a fairly even split.

7.6 This estimate of need is still inaccurate. Broad estimates of need from Head 
Teachers suggest that further need is ‘hidden’ by schools who are trying to 
‘contain’ students whose needs will not allow them to access the mainstream 
curriculum, which has narrowed significantly over recent years, and 
deepened in content by crudely around 30%.

7.7 Actual need is likely to sit between 300 and 400 places across the county, 
from a school population of around 61,000 – i.e. approximately 0.5% of the 
population, with the majority in secondary, of which a further majority at KS4.

7.8 Based on the principle of small settings, we might look to create a total of 6 
AP settings across the county, of which roughly half will concentrate on 
provision for young people with Social, Emotional and Mental Health (SEMH) 
needs, often manifesting in violent, aggressive or anti-social behaviours. The 
remaining half would be developed as more nurturing settings, targeted at 
young people whose needs were more in relation to school-refusal or 
anxiety.

7.9 Current out of county AP projections stand at £3,119,844 for the year 17/18. 
Any cost-reductions against this spend (incurred by schools) would be in the 
form of opportunity costs, reducing pressure on schools’ budgets under the 
wave 2 proposal for LA MAT.

8.0 Who will manage the provision?

8.1 In the wave 1 model, current PRU heads will first oversee AP settings in their 
area, with a single named LA officer responsible for the executive oversight. 
PRU heads already have the currency and contextual expertise to do this.

8.2 Subsequently, an AP principal would be recruited (funded from de-delegated 
revenue funds) to manage AP across each cluster in multiple sites – starting 
with 6 initially (2 in each area). The AP Principal in the wave 1 model could 
be a current PRU head acting up to the executive role.

8.3 Longer-term, in wave 2, with the inception and development of the LA MAT, 
an appointment to the role of Executive Head for the trust will be appointed 
by the LA to line manage area principals and AP Head Teachers in each of 
the eventual settings. This Executive Head would manage principals and 
head teachers in all AP settings, PRUs, Special Schools as well as taking 
responsibility for co-ordinating Resourced Provision.

8.4 Timescales for wave 1 would potentially allow for AP placements to become 
available for some in September 2018. The start date would be predicated 
on quality appointments, however. Wave 2 LA MAT timescales are likely to 
be longer, and are centred on consultation and subsequent approval from 
the RSC.

9.0 How do the proposals link in with the PRUs?



9.1 PRU heads will be instrumental in admissions, triage and placement review. 
They will lead on curriculum design, exploiting existing expertise, and 
capitalising on existing relationships with mainstream head teachers and 
opportunities for outreach and in-school support for those at risk of 
exclusion.

9.2 An evidence-led Risk of Exclusion Indicator (ROEI) tool will be developed to 
enable ‘at risk’ pupils to be identified through existing data collection and 
context. This will be used to link with the Early Help system to diagnose 
need and target support earlier.

9.3 The wider Team Around the PRU (TAP) will be involved in 2-weekly 
inclusive casework and admissions panels comprising Virtual School, Early 
Help, Health, CAMHS, CSC. 

9.4 Robust challenge and support will be provided by PRU heads to ‘excluding’ 
schools, utilising outreach capacity and the LA Learning Improvement 
Service (LIS).

9.5 In liaison with OFSTED regional lead, the Council will ensure existing 
success criteria for AP settings, focusing on destinations in Year 11, quality 
of curriculum offer, IAG and academic outcomes appropriate for need are 
properly used.

9.6 The proper function of PRUs as ‘short stay’ settings will be re-established. 
This will mean that with AP curriculum and support being delivered in the 
new AP settings, PRUs will be able to concentrate work around assessment, 
intervention, rehabilitation and return to mainstream education for its 
constituents.

9.7 Home and Hospital Tuition Service (HHTS) function would continue to be 
delivered as-is, with the PRU keeping the primary organisational oversight. 
The opportunity to revisit the council’s HHTS policy to ensure legal 
compliance within the new system would be sought.

10.0 Intended outcomes for young people and communities

10.1 Young People attending AP in Cumbria will do academically better than if 
they had not had access to the service.

10.2 Reduced exclusions from school will contribute to an increased sense of 
belonging, improved self-esteem via the experience of success. This 
reduction in the experience of disenfranchisement will lead to higher rates of 
education and employment post 16 and post 18 and a reduced subsequent 
future demand on other public sector service areas.

10.3 Excellent, specialist IAG and support from the LEP will lead to genuine, 
sustainable career pathways (apprenticeships, incoming T levels for the 
more able pupils, work placements, increased uptake at higher and further 
education).



10.4 The TAP model results in better, earlier diagnosis of mental health or other 
needs and speedier access to integrated services, resulting in improved 
mental health, better uptake of Drug and Alcohol interventions, leading to 
reduced safeguarding risk and reduction in escalation and cost of need 
through the system at edge of care.

10.5 End of Key Stage review of placement at Inclusive Casework and 
Admissions Panel would allow for possibility of graduated return to 
mainstream of children at different stages.

10.6 AP settings would act as exam centres for young people accessing 
education through hospital and home education, creating a safe, familiar and 
appropriate environment for getting the best results in exams.

10.8 A possible school phase split between PRU and AP (primary and secondary 
respectively) would be considered – the rationale being that short-stay 
intervention in PRUs is more likely to be successful with younger pupils. This 
would result in better return to mainstream rates for PRUs than is currently 
the case.

11.0 Next Steps

11.1 This paper has been developed in conversation with key stakeholders in a 
series of pre-consultation conversations with CASH, PHA, Union 
representatives, PRU heads, Special School heads, school consortium 
groups heads of existing Resourced Provision, Local Authority officers in 
Early Help, Commissioning, Property and Capital Programme, Director of 
Children’s Services and Portfolio Holder.

11.1 If support is given the next steps will be to

i) Perform in-depth community and professional engagement study to enable 
clearer understanding of: 

• Need
• Parental appetite
• Head teachers’ appetite for both wave 1 and wave 2 funding 

models 
• Recruitment landscape
• (Existing) possibilities within the CCC estate
• Costing models
• LA MAT feasibility

ii) Draft a cabinet paper for submission in March 2018 requesting permission 
to commence tendering, recruitment and other necessary developments with 
a view to opening the first setting ready for intake in September 2018. 

12.0 Proposed milestones for delivering the project



12.1 The table below sets out the key milestones for delivery of the project. This 
is subject to the Cabinet decision and would result in a more detailed project 
plan. These are set out by academic year to give a high level overview.

School year Description

External engagement process begins

Work on policy, protocol, curriculum, LA support, cluster
funding models begins
Initial conversations with Regional Schools Commissioner

External engagement ends

Capital Programme submission in Cabinet paper

Key decision by Cabinet paper on proposals

Tenders for building work

Recruitment process begins for first site

Renovation work begins

Admissions service works with schools around targeting 
pupils

Recruitment process ends

Renovation process ends

2017-18

Renovation work on second site begins

Admissions service works with schools around targeting 
pupils for second site

First cohort starts work in first site

Recruitment process begins for second site

Recruitment process ends for second site

Renovation of second site complete

Second site opens to pupils

2018-19

GCSE results for first wave of pupils released

Three further sites developedYear 2019-20

GCSE results for second wave of pupils released



Case for creation of LA MAT presented to RSC

AP schools registered by DfE before end of year

AP schools open as LA MAT
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