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Implementation Review Unit
Minimising burdens in schools

More time for learning

SELECTING A CONTRACTOR FOR THE EXTERNAL ASSESSMENT AGAINST THE SCHOOLS FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT STANDARD

The Implementation Review Unit (IRU) is an independent panel of school practitioners appointed in 2003 by the then Secretary of State for Education and Skills. Our remit is about supporting and challenging the government and its agencies, including local authorities, in removing and avoiding unnecessary burdens on schools.
The IRU has issued previous statements on FMSiS (www.iru.org.uk) including welcoming the promotion of light touch assessment arrangements by the DCSF.  Whilst the panel would expect all Local Authorities to be able to offer light touch arrangements, there are situations where the Authority would quite reasonably decide that a full assessment was needed for a particular school and indeed many schools have requested full external assessments.  Working with colleagues in the DCSF VfM team, the IRU has issued this guidance to schools on what they may want to consider when selecting and external assessor
There are currently four options available to Local Authorities who can perform the external assessments to schools against the Financial Management Standard:

· Section 151 internal audit officers

· LA finance officers

· Local third party external assessors accredited by the LA

· National third party external assessors approved by the DCSF. http://www.fmsis.info/news/?id=29
Factors for Consideration

Experience and understanding of school finance.  Can the contractor demonstrate this?  What experience do they have in assessing against the standard?

Work methods.  How will the assessment be performed?  The Panel has been very concerned to hear about portfolios of evidence being required for either sending to the contractor or to be assimilated into files for the contractor to look at in the school.  In some cases this evidence base runs to nearly 3000 pages. Is this a good use of your time to assimilate this? For re-inspection, will the contractor expect you to have maintained these files?  It is our firm opinion that the best contractors are able to inspect evidence in situ (for example they should be able to look through an existing file of governors papers rather than expect you to copy the papers and place them on a separate FMSiS file).  Does the contractor allow you to cross reference to existing sources of evidence in your self assessment sheet?
Other means to reduce burdens.  What else does the contractor do to assist you?  Some offer software tools that can help cross reference sources of evidence to more than one standard.  Would the exchange of information required electronically help you? Will the contractor be able to source any information in advance from other sources (e.g. Local Authority or Ofsted report)?
Does the contractor offer any further support? Some offer help lines, pre assessment visits or ‘health checks’, briefings. Some may offer software.  Do you want the contractor to report to governors and attend a meeting? For each of these, how valuable would it be and on what basis is it priced – included in the fee or as an extra? 
Price. What does it include?  All costs including travel? On what basis is any re-assessment based if you narrowly fail to meet the standard and have to resubmit within the 20 days allowed? Is it a fixed fee or a daily rate? 
Differentiation between first assessment and re-assessment.  Does the contractor make any allowance for this in fee structure?
Recognition of the link with audit. Some contractors will seek to avoid duplication by looking at a recent audit report and not seeking to look for evidence in areas found to be satisfactory by the audit. 
Quality Assurance.  What does the contractor do to ensure a quality service? Will you be offered the chance to feedback on the service provided? Has this feedback been collected from other schools? If so what does it say about the service? Does the contractor provide references?

In Summary

Part of the Financial Standard relates to purchasing and procurement and there is a need for schools to consider their processes in these areas to secure best value and maximise efficiency.  Whilst price will always be a factor it is hoped that the areas outlined above will assist colleagues to identify and consider other factors and in particular the amount of school staff time that may be spent on this activity.  In selecting a contractor you are procuring a service and it is reasonable that you have high expectations as a paying customer.
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