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CITY OF WESTMINSTER
SCHOOLS’ FORUM 22nd MARCH 2021
REPORT BY THE LEAD STRATEGIC FINANCE MANAGER
CHILDREN’S SERVICES
ISOS REVIEW – FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT
	Purpose of the report

This report sets out the response to the recommendations from the ISOS review in relation to financial management in schools.
FOR DECISION


1 INTRODUCTION
1.1 The strategic review undertaken by ISOS into falling rolls in the primary sector identified a number of financial management concerns.
1.2 In particular, the report identified the need for tighter financial planning in schools. There is also a Secretary of State directed revision in the scheme for financing schools that requires 3 year budget plans to be produced by schools each year.
1.3 ISOS also identified that whilst there was strong strategic leadership for financial management in some schools, this was not uniformly the case. This could be due to an additional training need for school leaders and governors.
2 ACTIONS TO ADDRESS THE RECOMMENDATIONS
2.1 The need for strong financial planning, along with the requirement for medium term planning for all schools, means that there is an advantage to introducing a consistent tool for maintained schools.
2.2 The LA has investigated the tools available in the market for this process and identified the Access Education (formerly HCSS) tool as the most appropriate. This tool is widely used by over 8,000 schools and academies nationally and allows budgets planning for up to 5 years.
2.3 If the tool is purchased at the local authority level, it would allow a discounted price for each school of up to 48% off the list price for individual schools.
2.4 This would be beneficial to schools in the reduction in price and give a consistent approach to budget planning for all maintained schools.
2.5 It would also aid the budget setting process, in that the LA would have access to consolidated reporting directly from the system, allowing a more streamlined approach to budget setting.
2.6 Currently 12 WCC schools are already using the Access Education budget planning tool. These majority of these schools have a contract for a further year, so would need to be added to the LA contract with the discounted price after the end of their current contracted period in April 2022. These schools can still, with their approval, be added to the LA consolidation immediately.
2.7 The schools finance team are also proposing to offer some additional training for schools. This will be in the form of shorter ‘bitesize’ group sessions covering the topics that schools feel would be most beneficial to addressing their needs for financial management. This will be developed in consultation with schools to identify key topics where they feel there is a knowledge gap.
2.8 A project has been undertaken to increase automation in the financial returns from schools. The new process will allow information to be transferred direct from schools’ financial systems, which will increase the accuracy and consistency of the reporting. It will also streamline the process for schools in producing returns.
2.9 The majority of schools submit financial returns in accordance with schools finance team deadline and therefore meet the requirements of the Scheme for Financing Schools.  In the small number of cases where there are ongoing issues with financial returns are the schools finance team will contact headteachers and in exceptional circumstances may also need to contact chairs of governors. 
3 PROPOSED CHANGE TO SCHEME FOR FINANCING SCHOOLS
3.1 It is also proposed that the deadline for the submission of budget plans in the scheme for financing schools is brought forward from 2022 so that budget plans are submitted by 1st May each year rather than 31st May.  The 31st May is two months into the financial year and is very late for any review and support being identified, particularly if it is the 1st year a school expects to move into a deficit position.  
4 RECOMMENDATIONS
4.1 Schools forum are asked to:

4.1.1 agree the purchase of the Access Education budget planning tool for all maintained schools at the discounted price.
4.1.2 agree the inclusion of the budget plan deadline being brought forward in the consultation of changes to the Scheme for Financing Schools later in the year; and

4.1.3 note that headteachers and in exceptional circumstances chairs of governors will be contacted where schools do not submit financial returns in accordance with WCC deadlines.
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