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1. Purpose of this guidance document

This guidance has been written for alternative provision (AP) free school proposers in England who
are seeking to submit an AP free school proposal bid to the Department for Education (DfE). As of 10
June 2022, the DfE is inviting applications for new AP free schools. The lead applicant should complete
the pre-application form between 12 September and 17 October 2022. The application window opens

on 28 November 2022 and final applications must be submitted by 17 February 2023.

This guidance should be used in conjunction to the guidance and criteria issued by the DfE for the AP

free school wave. This wave is based on a partnership model and this guidance aims to support
partnership working by asking potential members to work collaboratively to determine your goals,

aims and vision for this stage of the free school journey.

Please note, this guidance document does not contain an exhaustive list of advice or actions that
should be completed while forming a partnership. Instead, it acts a template, grounded in the idea
that each free school application and partnership is unique. As such, members should tailor the initial

meetings according to their priorities, strategies, and the local context.
2. Preparing for initial meetings

In preparation for the first initial meeting, or during the initial phase of partnership forming,

prospective members may wish to:
e Undertake research on the local community, need for an AP school in the local area/s,
understand demographics and pupil cohort

e Understand the current commissioning and funding model used for AP within the local
authority

e Undertake community/stakeholder mapping
e Research potential sites
e Understand how a new AP will fit into, and support, the local high needs strategy

e Undertake initial community engagement to understand appetite for a new free school in the
area

e Visit existing AP free schools or alternative provision/PRUs in the local/surrounding areas.

3
|s§g§o1 37t Floor, 1 Canada Square, Canary Wharf, London, E155AA
REGISTERED 0345 459 7600 | | createschools.co.uk

v © Premier Advisory Group 2023, All Rights Reserved


https://www.createschools.co.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/apply-to-open-an-alternative-provision-free-school/how-to-apply-to-set-up-an-alternative-provision-free-school

Guidance for initial meetings C rea)[e % SChOOIS

powered by PAG

The DfE is seeking bids which demonstrate a strong strategic case for why
a new AP free school is needed, alongside demonstrating value for money and financial viability. As

such, it is important that the bid is data-driven and grounded in research and evidence from the onset.
Trusts/existing providers approaching a local authority:

If you are a trust or existing education provider, the following questions are designed to serve as
prompts for an initial conversation with the local authority. Your initial meeting will provide a sense
of the local authority’s interest in an AP free school and the ways they would prefer to work with a

partner.

Considerations Response
What are the priorities for the local authority in terms of improving AP?

Where does the local authority see the need for AP (e.g., long term
placements, or at the early intervention level)?
When working with a trust, what are the local authority’s priorities?

What can your trust/school bring to the local authority in terms of
vision, expertise and track record?

Is the local authority in conversation with any other potential partners
at this stage?

Are there other key stakeholders (charities, parent/carer forums etc.)
that you or the LA would be interested in working with in this
partnership

Does the LA know of interest in commissioning places from any other
LA?

Do you have any anecdotal evidence or data about the need that could
supplement the LA’s data about the need for an AP?
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3. Building the partnership

Establishing a school as part of a collaborative effort requires building strong foundations and
problem-solving efficiently to ensure the success of the new school. During the initial meetings, you
may wish to dedicate some time to determine the motivations, goals and methods of working that
the partnership wishes to pursue. You should ensure that these goals are in line with the DfE’s

SEND/AP Green Paper commitments, which can be found here.

It is important to consider that the average free school project takes 3-5 years to open once it has

been approved. You should review the DfE’s pre-opening guide which outlines the process proposer

groups will follow, if successful at application stage. As prospective members, it is important to discuss
your capacity and long-term commitment to the free school while it is in pre-opening and once it is

established and open.

The questions below are intended to help generate conversation and help prospective members
conceptualise and share ideas. They are non-exhaustive and should be tailored according to the

context, needs and goals of the prospective members.
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4. Local authority: what information is needed?

Before approaching a partnership, it is important to engage in a discussion with the LA or LAs in which
you are seeking to establish a new school. The LA will have the most accurate and up-to-date data

regarding:

e pupil place planning

e migration and immigration rates

e out of borough placements

e cost of taxis/transport arrangements

e housing development plans

e pipeline projects

e exclusion rates and exclusion processes

e commissioning models and arrangements

e high needs budget and budgets allocated for EHCP/AP support
e data related to local schools and school performance.

The LA will be a primary partner in the partnership and, as such, it is important to acquire the
appropriate data and establish or supplement the trust’s existing understanding of need. The above
data should form a strong basis for the bid and understanding the local context of the LA/s will

contribute to ensuring the DfE’s criteria points are being met.

You should also ask the LA whether it intends to put forward a free school bid, and whether the LA
has begun establishing a partnership or is seeking lead applicants/members. Once you have acquired
the data mentioned above, it is important to outline what the trust’s vision is, regarding membership

of the partnership, and whether the LA shares this vision.
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5. Trusts: what information is needed?

As an LA, it is important to approach partnership building with a strong understanding of what

qualities and expertise is needed to open and run a successful free school. To meet the criteria set out

by the DfE, some key qualities to look for include, although are not limited to:

Strong financial situation and financial viability
Good governance that is compliant with the Governance Handbook
Good educational performance in the trust’s existing schools

Expertise related to working with the projected pupil cohort l.e. therapy, reintegration,
external support services, personalised curriculum pathways

Good community relations
Strong growth strategy
Experience of partnership working

Experience of alternative provision/alternative education.

You can undertake multiple methods to choose a lead applicant, tailoring them according to the

context and needs of your LA. Some examples of methods include, though are not limited to:

Screening process

Asking trusts to submit a one-page document outlining their expertise and vision
Engagement event/s to network

Social media campaign

Informal discussions

Interview/selection process

e Discussions with LAs who have established AP schools in previous waves

e Establish a matrix/criteria document to assess prospective lead trusts.

Considerations Response

What are our values?

What are our roles?

How should we communicate with each other?

What are the metrics of successful partnership working?

What do we hope this AP free school can achieve?
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How should we navigate different viewpoints and visions?

What has motivated us to establish an AP free school?

What expectations do we have of each other?

What are the benefits of partnership working?

What are the challenges of partnership working?

What strategies should we establish to ensure we can mitigate or resolve any
challenges we encounter?

Who are we, as members, accountable to in this partnership?

How can we ensure we are working towards our goal?

What infrastructures/governance can we establish to review our partnership
working?

What behaviours/actions can result in the removal of a member from our
partnership?

How can we support each other outside of our work on the AP free school
bid?
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6. Communication checklist

During the initial stage of partnership forming, it is also important to discuss what practical
considerations will be put in place to ensure efficient and effective communication. You could set

aside 30 minutes to an hour to complete the checklist below.

The checklist is non-exhaustive and should be tailored according to the context, needs and goals of

the prospective members.

Considerations Response
Who will organise the meetings/send meeting invites?

Will the meetings be in person or online?

Who will chair the meetings?

How will members communicate in between meetings?

What are the preferred lengths/durations of meetings?

Who will take minutes?

What are the preferred days/times of meetings?

Where will minutes/information/research be stored?

Which individuals will represent each member organisation?

Which platforms will the members communicate on?

Which individuals will attend Create: Schools meetings?

How will members navigate potential conflict/differing opinions?

How will the roles, responsibilities and commitments of each member be
documented?

Which individuals will represent the partnership when communicating with
external stakeholders?

In the instance where a dispute cannot be resolved, is there a member who
can make the final decision?

What procedures will be established to withdraw from the partnership, if
necessary?

Is it a requirement for all members to attend each meeting?
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7. Our support

Create: Schools is here to provide expert guidance and support to ensure partnerships submit a high-
quality bid which meets the published criteria. Our Advisors have long-standing experience supporting
proposers and free schools in all stages of the new school journey. Our support includes access to a
named Advisor, section and full-application bid reviews, high-quality and efficient feedback, access to
our diagnostic tool and resources, access to our experienced external associates and partners, data

analysis and AP need maps, partnership-forming workshops, and much more.

If you would like to find out more about our support, please get in touch using our initial engagement

form. Alternatively, you can contact us via our website here. You can find further resources on the AP

free school wave, including a template agenda for initial meetings, on our website here.
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