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SCRUTINY COMMITTEE REPORT

To:  Chair, Ladies and Gentlemen

Overview of the Learning Department
1.0 SUMMARY OF THE REPORT

1.1 The report provides an overview of the areas of work in the learning department. 

1.2 The learning department has a planned work programme in order to build up a 
profile of judgements, which are used to highlight any areas for improvement as well 
as come to an overall view on standards and performance.   The judgment for 
outcomes is adequate and for prospects for improvement is good.  The target is to 
continue to improve provision and standards so that in the next academic year, the 
judgment is good for both outcomes and for prospects for improvement.  In addition, 
we are aiming for excellent in some service areas. 

1.3 The report looks at what we need to do next taking into account future changes, risks 
and priorities for improvement

2.0 RECOMMENDATION that

2.1 the content of this report be discussed and noted.

3.0 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

3.1 The learning department has three key areas of work:
 School Improvement and Standards 
 Additional learning needs and inclusion

o Provision for pupils with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) 
o Inclusion and Wellbeing including attendance, exclusions and 

safeguarding
 School planning, support & resources 

o Governor Support for schools
o School Planning – schools and school places

Date Written 7th July 2017
Report Author Dorothy Haines
Service Area Learning
Committee Date 17th July 2017



o School Admissions 
o Local Management of Schools (LMS) – school finances
o Asset Management (School Buildings)
o Schools Catering, Health & Safety and Cleaning
o Support services to schools
o Transport for pupils with ALN

3.2 The department is subject to external regulation by Estyn, which is the education and 
training inspectorate for Wales and inspects quality and standards. The Estyn 
inspection framework also covers Early Years and Youth Services, which are under 
the responsibility of the Chief Officer (Social Services).

4.0 WHERE WE WERE 

4.1 Raising standards
In 2013 in Merthyr Tydfil, outcomes were unsatisfactory with most key indicators 
below the Wales average.  In addition, Estyn judged the quality of self-evaluation in 
the local authority at the time of the inspection as unsatisfactory.

4.2 In 2016 in Merthyr Tydfil, the judgment for outcomes was adequate. See appendix 
one.  Although standards in all key stages improved consistently over four years, 
some outcomes at key stage 4 remain low including

 Level 2 threshold inclusive (equivalent to 5 GCSEs A*- C including English/Welsh 
and mathematics) 53.9% compared to the Welsh average of 60.3% and ranked 
19th 

 Core Subject Indicator (CSI) 52.3% compared to the Welsh average of 57.6% 
and ranked 18th

 5+ A*-A or equivalent 11.9% compared to the Welsh average of 15.9% and 
ranked 18th

In addition, value added from key stage 2 to key stage 4 is good overall but is not 
consistently good across all schools.

(Value added is the measurement of the progress made by pupils between one 
stage of education to the next). 

The judgement for outcomes overall is no better than adequate because rates of 
attendance remain too low. In 2015/16 

 Primary attendance was 94.2% (22) compared to the Wales average of 94.9%. In 
14/15 attendance was 94.3% (22) 

 Secondary attendance was 93.4% (19) compared to the Wales average of 
94.2%. In 14/15 attendance was 93.1% (20) 

4.3 Estyn
In December 2015, Estyn undertook a monitoring inspection and concluded that the 
local authority had made generally strong progress against the eight 
recommendations since the 2012 inspection. As a result, Her Majesty’s Chief 



Inspector of Education and Training in Wales considered that the authority no longer 
required special measures and removed it from follow-up activity. The authority 
made strong progress in addressing six of the eight recommendations and 
satisfactory progress against the remaining two.
(Recommendations 3 and 6) see appendix two

4.4 Estyn judged that ‘the latest self-evaluation report is an accurate and honest 
evaluation of the education service’s work.  It helps ensure a clearer corporate 
understanding of the strengths and areas for improvement in the education service’. 
Estyn noted the local authority’s strengths and the key areas for improvement 
including attendance rates in the primary sector and meeting the needs of pupils with 
additional learning needs and vulnerable groups.

4.5 Self-evaluation
The learning department has a planned work programme in order to build up a 
profile of judgements, which are used to highlight any areas for improvement as well 
as come to an overall view on standards and performance.  The information 
collected informs the local authority’s delivery plans for improving the quality of 
provision and learner outcomes.  
 Key actions have been taken to address the key areas for improvement noted by 

Estyn – see appendix three.
 The summary of the judgements against each Key Question are set out in 

Appendix four.

4.6 In 2016 the local authority judgment for prospects for improvement was good. The 
local authority has been effective in improving outcomes by

 focusing unrelentingly on learner performance and on tackling underperformance
 developing the skills of head teachers and governors 
 facilitating schools working together with increasing collective 

responsibility/accountability for the learning of all children and young people in 
the area.

5.0 WHERE WE ARE NOW 

5.1 Raising standards
The outcomes for learners at the end of 2016/17 will be reported in September 2017. 

5.2 Estyn
Estyn are drawing up a new inspection framework for local authorities which will be 
piloted in 2017/18 (academic year) and implemented in 2018/19.  Estyn identified 
that a number of local authority education services are currently causing concern 
since their last inspection. As a result they developed a ‘case conference’ approach 
to support improvement in these local authorities which is being implemented this 
year.  This is a meeting to allow the local authority and its partners, such as its 
regional consortium, to discuss the concerns, and ensure that the local authority and 
its stakeholders plan for improvement appropriately.  

5.3 Estyn Local Authority Link Inspectors undertake termly visits in all local authorities. In 
the visits, we look at different aspects of the service to discuss plans and progress 
against the recommendations. There are no written reports as a result of the 
meetings.



5.4 Self-evaluation
A key element in the drive for continued improvement is monitoring, support, 
challenge and intervention for the learning services through 

 the Education Senior Leadership Team monthly meetings to develop and review 
strategy and improvement plans, and to self-evaluate the impact of the actions

 LAESCYP monitoring group monthly meetings 
 LAESCYP and learning scrutiny committee

5.5 School Improvement and the Central South Consortium
Welsh Government set up four regional consortia in Wales to deliver school 
improvement on behalf of the 22 local authorities. Since 2012, the Central South 
Consortium (CSC) has delivered aspects of school improvement services on behalf 
of five authorities: Bridgend, Cardiff, Merthyr Tydfil, Rhondda Cynon Taf and the 
Vale of Glamorgan.   This covers 400 schools, 30% of Wales’ children.  It is a 
growing region with rapidly changing demographic encompassing increasingly 
diverse communities across the economic sub region. It remains the region with the 
highest number of children living in poverty – just over 1 in 4 children claim free 
school meals in 2016.

5.6 In 2016/17 Merthyr Tydfil Local Authority spent £287,857 on core funding on the 
consortium function.  In addition to the core costs of the consortium this has provided 
funding for the six challenge advisers plus support for Schools Challenge Cymru 
Advisers, a part time senior Challenge Adviser and a senior mathematics adviser for 
the secondary sector plus on costs and support costs. 

5.7 In March 2016, the consortium was inspected by Estyn.  The inspection report 
recognised progress in establishing clear strategy, vision, delivery of consistent 
challenge and support and partnership working It had three ‘good’ judgements for 
leadership, improving quality and strategic partnerships and two ‘adequate 
judgements’ relating to school improvement and use of resources.  
The recommendations focus on:

 reducing variation in standards at KS4
 improving specificity of judgements of teaching and leadership by challenge 

advisers
 evaluating impact of support strategies and evidencing value for money.  

Estyn are undertaking a monitoring inspection of the Central South Consortium in 
September 2017.

SEE ALSO BACKGROUND PAPER CSC Information for Elected Members

5.8 Local Authority school improvement strategy
See appendix five Strategy on a page
The focus is on 
 sustaining, and building on, improvements in standards for all pupils and for 

groups of pupils
 working in partnership with schools, and stakeholders, to enable schools to lead 

on school improvement in their own schools and across Merthyr Tydfil Next steps
 developing excellent leadership 



 exercising statutory powers where needed to ensure schools provide high quality 
education for all pupils

5.9 Additional Learning Needs and inclusion
The local authority’s role is to ensure that the pupils with Additional Learning Needs 
have appropriate support and provision. This is set out in the Special Educational 
Needs (SEN) code of practice. 

The underlying principle is inclusion and the aim is to include pupils as far as 
possible in their local community school.

The focus is on 
 Ensuring schools and the local authority are prepared for the implementation of 

the new Additional Learning Needs Bill 
 Ensuring schools have the skills to undertake  early identification of learning 

needs and provide appropriate support for children and young people
 Fulfilling the local authority role in the provision of additional advice, guidance 

and support for pupils with most complex learning needs
 Improving levels of wellbeing for all pupils; mental, emotional and physical.

5.10 The Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Bill was introduced 
in to the National Assembly on 12 December 2016.   Royal Assent is expected by 
the end of this year. The Bill makes provision for a new statutory framework for 
supporting children and young people with additional learning needs. 

The aim of the Bill is create:
 a unified framework to support all children from 0 to 25 
 an integrated, collaborative process of assessment, planning and monitoring 

which facilitates early, timely and effective interventions; and
 a fair and transparent system for providing information and advice, and for 

resolving concerns and appeals.

SEE ALSO BACKGROUND PAPER Explanation of the ALN bill

5.11 School planning, support & resources 
The focus is on
 Providing the appropriate number and type of schools and school places, and 

ensuring that school buildings are fit for purpose and well maintained with good 
teaching and learning environments

 Ensuring schools’ delegated responsibilities and funding are fit for purpose and 
that schools manage their resources effectively, efficiently and economically

 Providing support services to schools that are efficient, good value for money, 
and impact positively on the effective running of the school

6.0 WHERE WE WANT TO BE 

6.1 Plans are focused on continuing to improve provision and standards so that the 
judgment is good for outcomes and for capacity to improve. In addition, we are 
aiming for excellent in some service areas. The LA’s ambition is to be ranked in the 
top 10 performing local authorities by July 2017.



7.0 WHAT WE NEED TO DO NEXT 

7.1 There are a number of changes planned which will impact on both schools and local 
authorities
 New Estyn inspection framework for inspecting local authorities which is being 

piloted from September 2017
 Welsh government curriculum reforms will be implemented over the next four 

years which will change what is taught in schools and how it is taught. 
 Revisions to the National Model for School Improvement which sets out the work 

of the regional education consortia
 Further Changes to qualifications at 16

7.2 The main risk is falling standards at Year 11, Key Stage 4 (age 16).There have been 
considerable changes for this year including 
 reforms to the GCSE qualifications in English and maths
 pupils not able to take exams in English before July 2017
 removal of Essential Skills Wales and Wider Key Skills which will impact on 

pupils achieving level 1
There are further changes planned for 2018.

As this is the first year these examinations are being used, the Welsh Joint 
Education Council (WJEC), the body that sets the examinations, wrote to all schools 
in November 2016 to highlight some of the outcomes they expect to see which may 
include increased variability for schools and colleges in their results "as they adapt 
differently to the demands of the new qualifications".   Whilst it is likely that the 
national results may remain largely stable, this may not be replicated at school or 
local authority level.  Additionally the WJEC expects that the overall proportion of 
students attaining grade C or above in both GCSE Mathematics qualifications will be 
lower than the percentage of candidates awarded a grade C or above in each of 
these qualifications individually.

The other important implication of these changes is that because these are new 
examinations looking at differing skill sets and knowledge base than the previous 
examinations, this year’s results cannot be meaningfully compared to last year’s 
results.  In effect, this year’s results will become our new baseline for comparison 
purposes and trend data will not be available meaningfully until 2019. 

7.3 Priorities for improvement
The implementation of the Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 and 
the wellbeing objectives for Merthyr Tydfil CBC will shape our work going forward.
The wellbeing objectives cover four main groups including Best Start to Life
 Children get the best start to life
 Children and young people are equipped with the skills they need to be 

successful learners and confident individuals

The focus is on
 Children  have a positive early experience to ensure they are ready to learn, 

ready for school and have good life chances
 Children and young people, develop the knowledge, skills and attributes they will 

need to flourish in life, learning and work.



We are developing projects and activities that will maximise our contribution to the 
wellbeing objectives.  This include
 Supporting Child Development
 Improving Family Literacy and Numeracy
 Achieving excellence in schools
 Improving outcomes for pupils with ALN
 Improving pupils’ wellbeing
 Improving outcomes for Children Looked After  
 Get Merthyr Tydfil Active
 Preventing young people from becoming NEET

8.0 CONTRIBUTION TO CORPORATE PRIORITIES

8.1 Accurate self-evaluation and effective improvement planning contributes 
substantially to the capacity to achieve the corporate priority of raising standards of 
attainment.

DOROTHY HAINES
CHIEF OFFICER (LEARNING)

COUNCILLOR LISA MYTTON  
CABINET MEMBER FOR LEARNING

BACKGROUND PAPERS
Title of Document(s) Document(s) Date Document Location

Estyn monitoring of 
education services
for children and young 
people
Report to Council

23rd March 2016

Estyn monitoring 
inspection report 

December 2016

Reports to Learning and 
LAESCYP scrutiny on 
the self-evaluation 
report

31st October 2016
5th December 2016
23rd January 2017

Summary of judgments 
in the Self-Evaluation 
Report

27th February 2017

Performance Report – 
Corporate Plan
Priority Area 1 Raising 
standards of attainment

27th February 2017

Does the report contain any issue that may impact the Council’s 
Constitution? 

No



Appendix one: 

Outcomes 2016

MTCBC WALES
Foundation Phase Outcome Indicator 89.1% 5th 87.0%
Key Stage 2 Core Subject Indicator 89.2% 10th 88.6%
Key Stage 3 Core Subject Indicator 87.0% 10th 85.9%
Level 1 95.4% 10th 95.3%
Level 2 84.5% 11th 84.0%
Level 2 plus 53.9% 19th 60.3%



Appendix two:  

Recommendations from the Estyn inspection 2012

R1 Secure better outcomes for learners at all key stages and analyse and use performance 
data to identify and address underperformance.

R2 Strengthen the level of challenge to schools and use the full powers available to the 
authority to improve leadership and management in underperforming schools.

R3 Devise and apply better strategies to reduce the number of young people not in 
education, employment or training and build upon existing strategies to reduce the number 
excluded from school and improve pupil attendance rates, especially in primary schools.

R4 Develop a robust self-evaluation framework for the work of the local authority’s 
education services and introduce appropriate and challenging performance targets that 
drive improvement.

R5 Develop a more rigorous scrutiny framework, supported by data analysis, to challenge 
the education services.

R6 Ensure that data on the needs and attainment of all pupils with additional learning 
needs, and of vulnerable groups, is used at a strategic level to identify specific issues and 
trends that inform service planning.

R7 Evaluate the impact of Youth Support Services in order to adjust the provision and 
rebalance resource allocation where necessary.

R8 Develop and implement systems to judge whether initiatives and services have a 
positive impact on children and offer good value for money.



Appendix three: 

Key actions to address the key areas for improvement noted by Estyn 

 Improve attendance rates by

o developing further the strategic role of the Challenge Adviser in reviewing the 
attendance rates and the impact on attainment

o providing more detailed analysis for head teachers and governors on the 
attendance of groups of pupils and year groups so schools can target resources 
more effectively

o providing additional guidance on key issues of absence through illness and 
persistent absentees; and

o holding schools to account through LA case conferences for low attendance rates

 Improve provision and services to meet the needs of all pupils with additional 
learning needs by

o Reviewing provision for pupils with ALN and implementing plans to ensure 
provision meets identified needs; and

o monitoring and evaluating systematically all ALN services provided for, or 
commissioned by, the authority

 Improve the performance of groups of pupils by

o producing for each school an overview of the comparative performance of their 
vulnerable groups. 

o working in partnership with CSC on key projects to improve the performance of 
pupils e-FSM; and

o working in partnership with all schools to develop good practice guidance in 
meeting the learning needs of pupils able to achieve above average outcomes

 Improvements have been made in the services and provision for pupils with 
additional learning needs and vulnerable pupils. 



Appendix four: 

Summary Position Statement January 2017

KEY QUESTION JUDGEMENT
November 

2015

JUDGEMENT
January

 2017

TARGET 
September 

2017
1. Outcomes Adequate Adequate Good

2. Provision Good Good Good

3. Leadership and Management Adequate Good Good

KEY QUESTION JUDGEMENT
November 

2015

JUDGEMENT
January

 2017

TARGET 
September 

2017
1.1 Standards Adequate Adequate Good

1.2 Wellbeing Adequate Adequate Good

2.1 Support for School Improvement Good Good Excellent

2.2 Support for Additional Learning 
Needs

Adequate Adequate Good

2.3 Promoting Social Inclusion and 
Well Being

Good Good Good

2.4 Access and School Places Good Good Good

3.1 Impact of Leadership  Adequate Good Good

3.2 Improving Quality Good Good Good

3.3 Partnership Working Adequate Adequate Good

3.4 Resource Management Good Good Excellent



Appendix Five:

Raising Standards Strategy on a Page
Vision 
All learners attain at least the expected standard at all stages in their education

How will this vision be delivered?
Good leadership makes the biggest difference to raising standards in education. This 
strategy focuses on two key priorities:

 Leadership in schools
 Leadership in education services

Our work to improve leadership will focus on standards and performance. Our ambition is to 
be among the top 10 performing local authorities in Wales.

Desired Outcomes 
Our vision for raising standards will help achieve a number of desired outcomes including:

 Greater levels of literacy and numeracy
 Greater collaboration amongst stakeholders
 Closing the gap between the most disadvantaged pupils and their peers by 

improving standards for all leaners
 Improving children and young people’s wellbeing

Measures of Success: Population Indicators
Progress will be measured by the improvement in performance on a number of key 
indicators:

Key Indicators
2012/13 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17

Target
2017/18
Target

Pupils who leave education without a 
qualification

0.29 % 0.14 % 0.00 % 0.00 % 0.00 % 0.00 %

Pupils who achieve the level 2 threshold 
(EWM1)

32.5 % 38.7 % 48.9 % 51.9 % 60.0 % 62.0%

FSM Pupils who achieve the level 2 
threshold (EWM1)

13.3 % 12.3 % 22.8 % 31.3 % 33.0 % 35%

Pupils who achieve the level 2 threshold 
(VE2)

64.3 % 73.0 % 85.2 % 85.4 % 88.0 % 92.0%

Average capped points score 301 322 340 343 348 350
Attendance of secondary school pupils 92.4 % 93.3 % 92.9 % 93.1 % 96.0 % 96.5%
Pupils who achieve the CSI3 at Key Stage 2 77.3 % 81.2 % 84.2 % 87.4 % 90.0 % 93.0%
Pupils who achieve the expected level in 
Foundation Phase

74.0 % 77.8 % 81.2 % 86.2 % 90.0 % 93.0%

Attendance of primary school pupils 92.9 % 93.3 % 93.9 % 94.3 % 96.0 % 96.5%
LAST UPDATED MAY 2017

1 Including English or Welsh or mathematics
2 Including vocational equivalents
3 Core Subject Indicator


