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1 [bookmark: _Toc239946948]Introduction

1.1 Information is one of the school's most valuable assets and is essential to carrying out both our statutory duties and day-to-day functions. However, holding information also brings important legal responsibilities. School staff must understand these responsibilities to ensure the school remains compliant with relevant legislation.

1.2 This policy focuses primarily on the Freedom of Information Act 2000 (FOIA) and, where relevant, the Environmental Information Regulations 2004 (EIR). It provides a framework to help the school meet our legal obligations when responding to requests for information made under these laws.
  
2 [bookmark: _Toc239946949]Scope of the Policy
 
2.1 The aims of this document are to: 

· Assist us to comply with the law.
· Ensure free and reasonable access to information held by the school.
· Promote greater openness.
· Provide increased transparency of decision making.
· Build and maintain public trust and confidence. 

2.2 These aims will be balanced against our other legal commitments to ensure the confidentiality of some information relating to such areas as personal privacy, confidentiality, and commercial sensitivity where disclosure would not be in the public interest. 

2.3 This policy applies to all information held by the school, regardless of the format in which it is stored or when it came into the school's possession. The information does not need to have originated from the school itself. For example, it may have been provided by another organisation, a contractor, or another third party. The key consideration is whether the school holds the information at the time of the request, either directly or on its behalf through a third party.
 
3 [bookmark: _Toc239946950]Our Commitment
 
3.1 We are committed to being open and transparent about how the school operates and makes decisions. As a result, there is a presumption in favour of disclosing information wherever possible. This policy sets out the general principles and approach that the school will follow when responding to requests for information.

3.2 By following these principles, we aim to promote transparency, accountability, and public confidence in the way we manage and share information.
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Board of Governors
4.1	The Board of Governors have ultimate accountability for all decisions relating to Freedom of Information and associated legislation. The application of the Section 36 exemption under the Freedom of Information Act 2000 can only be authorised by the Board of Governors.

4.2	The Board is responsible for overseeing the school's strategic approach to Freedom of Information matters. This includes monitoring compliance, reviewing significant FOI issues, receiving reports on FOI activity, and making recommendations to ensure the school continues to meet its legal obligations.
 
School Business Manager (or equivalent FOI lead role)
4.3	The School Business Manager is responsible for ensuring that adequate resources are available to support the effective implementation of this policy. They also play a key role in making strategic decisions that affect how the school meets its obligations under the FOIA and related legislation.

4.4	As the school's central point of contact for Freedom of Information requests, the School Business Manager is responsible for ensuring that all requests are logged and tracked appropriately, monitoring their progress, and ensuring compliance with statutory timescales. Once a request has been completed, they will ensure that it is formally closed on the school's record management system.

4.5	The School Business Manager provides advice and guidance on compliance with the FOIA and associated legislation. This includes advising on reviews, reporting on performance and emerging issues, raising awareness, and supporting the development of staff knowledge and confidence in handling information requests.

4.6	They also oversee the handling of FoI requests and are accountable for decisions regarding the disclosure or withholding of information. Where there is any uncertainty about whether information should be disclosed, appropriate advice should be sought, including with the Council’s Data Protection Officer (DPO). They may also conduct internal reviews when requested by an applicant.

4.7	In addition, the School Business Manager acts as the school's liaison with the Information Commissioner (ICO), supporting investigations or complaints relating to the school's handling of requests, with assistance from the DPO where appropriate.
 
	Head Teacher 
4.8	The Head Teacher has a responsibility to ensure that the school’s workforce have undertaken the prescribed corporate FOIA training and have sufficient awareness of the FOIA so that they are able to identify and appropriately process a request. 

4.9	Processing requests could mean simply passing the request to the appropriate team member to deal with, contributing, co-ordinating or responding to a request. Handling requests for information is an important frontline service and is everyone’s responsibility. The school’s staff will be expected to play their part.
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5.1	All school staff, including temporary and casual workers, are required to complete the school's FOIA training. 

5.2	Managers should support and encourage staff to participate in any additional FOIA training or awareness activities that are made available. Sufficient time should be provided to enable staff to complete both mandatory and supplementary training.

5.3	Compliance with training requirements is an important part of the school's approach to meeting its legal obligations. Failure to complete mandatory training within the required timeframe may be addressed through the school's disciplinary procedures.
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Different type of Information requests
6.1	Not all requests for information need to be handled under the FOIA or EIR. For example, requests from individuals seeking access to their own personal information are covered by data protection legislation and should be managed under the school's subject access request procedures.

6.2	Similarly, some requests are routine in nature and can be dealt with as part of normal business operations, using the school's existing processes for responding to enquiries. Examples of business-as-usual requests include, but are not limited to:
 
· Requests for school leaflets, brochures, or other publications.
· School opening times, breaks, and term times.
· Routine information about school services, such as class sizes, courses offered, or details of instrumental music lessons available to pupils.
· Other information that is routinely provided in response to telephone, email, or general enquiries.

6.3	Where a request is handled as business as usual, staff should ensure that the information can be provided without the need to consider statutory access rights under the FOIA or EIR.

6.4	If there is doubt about whether a request should be treated as an FOI request, or as a routine enquiry, it should be handled as a FOI request. Taking this approach ensures that statutory requirements are met and reduces the risk of non-compliance.

Methods of making a request under FOIA
6.5	Requests for information under the FOIA must be made in writing. A request does not need to be submitted through a specific online form and may be received by post, email, or other written communication methods, including instant messaging services.

6.6	The statutory time limit for responding to a request begins when the request is received by the school, not when it is read or passed to the responsible officer. It is therefore essential that any request for information is forwarded to the School Business Manager as soon as possible. Prompt action helps to ensure that requests are identified, recorded, and responded to within the required timescales.

6.7	While FOIA requests must be made in writing, requests for environmental information under the EIR may be made verbally, either by telephone, or in person. Where practicable, applicants should be encouraged to submit their request in writing, as this helps ensure that the scope of the request is clearly understood and accurately recorded.
 
[bookmark: _Toc239946954]7	Handling Requests
 
Time limit for responding to a request
7.1	The school must comply with a request for information within 20 school days or 60 calendar days, whichever is the shorter period. While the legislation sets a maximum timeframe for responding, we should provide a response as quickly as reasonably possible, taking into consideration the complexity of the request and the resources available.

7.2	The statutory time limit should be regarded as an absolute deadline rather than a target response date. Requests should therefore be handled promptly, and resources managed appropriately, to ensure compliance with the legislation.

7.3	In some circumstances, the statutory timescale may be paused. This includes situations where the school is waiting for additional information from the applicant to help identify or locate the information requested, or where a fees notice has been issued in accordance with the school's charging arrangements. Any period spent awaiting a response from the applicant will not count towards the time allowed for compliance.

7.4	Where a request has been transferred from another public authority because this school holds some or all the information requested, the statutory response period will begin on the first working day after the transferred request is received by the school.
 
Contentious or novel requests 
7.5	As a public authority, the school has a statutory duty to comply with the FOIA. When responding to a request, we must provide any information we hold unless a valid exemption applies. 

7.6	If a request is particularly sensitive, contentious, novel, or likely to attract media interest, it should be referred to the School Business Manager immediately. This is to ensure appropriate oversight and support. However, responsibility for identifying, collating, and providing the information remains with the area of the school that holds it.

7.7	The School Business Manager should be given the opportunity to review draft responses before they are issued. Their role is to provide advice on compliance with the FOIA and the wording of the response, but they are not responsible for determining the content of the information provided. Decisions about what information is disclosed will depend on the nature of the request, the information held by the school, and any applicable exemptions.

7.8	Where a request is subject to an internal review or appeal, the School Business Manager should be notified and given the opportunity to review the proposed response before it is sent to the applicant.

7.9	When seeking input from the School Business Manager, staff should ensure that sufficient time is allowed for review so that the school can continue to meet the statutory response deadline.
 
Information required from the Applicant
7.10	Requests for information under the FOIA are applicant and purpose blind. This means that in most cases the requester does not need to explain why they want the information, and staff should not ask them to do so. When considering a request, the key questions are whether the school holds the information and whether there is a valid reason under the legislation to withhold it, such as the application of a statutory exemption.

7.11	The school is only required to comply with a request if it meets the requirements of a valid request, and must include:

· A clear description of the information being requested so that it can be identified and located. If the request is unclear, the applicant should be asked to clarify it as soon as possible. Staff should not make assumptions about what information the applicant may be seeking.
· A valid address for correspondence, such as a postal or email address, so that a response can be provided.
· The name of the applicant. A request made in the name of an organisation is also valid.

7.12	In some cases, applicants may use an assumed or fictitious name. Where this is suspected, staff should exercise appropriate judgement and seek advice where necessary. The identity of the applicant will generally only be relevant where it is necessary to verify entitlement to information, such as when personal information is requested, or where there is reason to believe that a pseudonym is being used to avoid legal restrictions, including cost limit or a previous vexatious request determination.

7.13	Where there is any uncertainty about the validity of a request or the identity of an applicant, advice should be sought from the School Business Manager and, where appropriate, legal advice should be obtained.
 
Appropriate Limit
7.14	Where complying with a request would exceed the appropriate limit under the FOIA, currently set at £450 (equivalent to 18 hours of staff time), the School Business Manager should inform the applicant that the limit will be reached. Where possible, advice and assistance should be provided to help the applicant refine or narrow the scope of their request so that it can be handled within the permitted limit.

7.15	If the School Business Manager decides to refuse a request under Section 12 of the FOIA, because complying with it would exceed the appropriate limit, a record should be kept of how the estimate was calculated. This will provide evidence that a reasonable assessment was undertaken should the decision later be challenged through an internal review or by the Information Commissioner.

7.16	The estimate does not need to be exact and should be regarded as a reasonable assessment of the time likely to be required to locate, retrieve, and extract the requested information. The purpose of the estimate is to determine whether complying with the request would exceed the statutory cost limit.

	Example 
If locating the requested information would require staff to review 80 separate files or records, and each file takes approximately 15 minutes to identify and assess, the total time required would be around 20 hours. This exceeds the statutory limit of 18 hours. 

In circumstances such as this, the School Business Manager should not immediately refuse the request under Section 12 of the FOIA. Instead, they should first contact the applicant and, where possible, provide advice and assistance to help refine or narrow the scope of the request. This may enable some or all the information to be provided within the appropriate limit. 

Only where it is not possible to bring the request within the cost limit, despite offering reasonable advice and assistance, should a refusal under Section 12 be considered.




Disbursements
7.17	Under the FOIA we are permitted to make reasonable charges for photocopying, printing, and postage costs or disbursements. Most requests are now electronic, so these costs are unusual. It should be noted that only the costs of materials can be included in disbursements costs and cannot include staff time.

Third Party Consultation
7.18	Some FoI requests may require the school to consult with third parties, such as partner organisations, contractors, or other relevant bodies, when considering whether information should be disclosed and whether any exemptions may apply. While the views of a third party should be considered, their objection to disclosure is not, in itself, sufficient grounds to withhold information. The final decision on whether information should be disclosed rests with the school.

7.19	The school will only accept information from third parties in confidence where it is necessary to obtain that information in connection with its functions and the information would not otherwise be provided. The school will not agree to treat information as confidential where it does not have the necessary quality of confidence or where such an agreement would be inconsistent with its obligations under the FOIA or the EIR.

7.20	Contractors, suppliers, and partner organisations must be made aware of the school's responsibilities under the FOIA and EIR. They should understand that information held by, or on behalf of, the school may be subject to disclosure unless a valid exemption or exception applies.
 
Transferring Requests
7.21	A request may only be transferred to another public authority where the school does not hold the information that has been requested. In some cases, the school may hold only part of the requested information. Where this happens, the school should respond to the part of the request for which it holds information and, where appropriate, transfer the remaining part to the public authority that holds the relevant information so that it can respond separately.

7.22	Before transferring a request, the school should be satisfied that the receiving public authority is likely to hold the information being sought. The applicant should be informed as soon as possible that the school does not hold the requested information and asked whether they consent to the request being transferred to the appropriate public authority.

7.23	Where consent is not obtained, or where a transfer is not considered appropriate, the applicant should be advised which public authority is likely to hold the information so that they can contact that organisation directly.

7.24	It is important to note that information held on the school's behalf by a third party, such as a contractor or service provider, is still regarded as being held by the school for the purposes of the FOIA. In these circumstances, the school remains responsible for responding to the request and should handle it as though the information were held directly.
 
Right of Appeal
7.25	Where information is being withheld, either in full or in part, the applicant must be issued with a refusal notice. The refusal notice should explain the reasons for the decision, identify any relevant exemptions that have been applied, and provide details of the applicant's right to request an internal review and to complain to the Information Commissioner.

7.26	Although there is no legal requirement to include details of appeal rights when the requested information is being disclosed in full, doing so is considered good practice. Including this information helps applicants understand the options available to them should they have any concerns about the way their request has been handled.
 
Review process
7.27	The school must carry out a formal internal review where this is requested by an applicant. A review may be requested if the applicant is dissatisfied with any aspect of the way their request has been handled, including delays in responding, the application of exemptions, the information provided, or the decision to withhold information.

7.28	Although there is no statutory timescale for completing an internal review, the School Business Manager should aim to complete the review and provide a written response within 20 school days of receiving the request for review. Where a review is particularly complex and requires additional time, the applicant should be kept informed of progress and advised of the expected timescales.

7.29	If the applicant remains dissatisfied following the completion of the internal review, they have the right to complain to the ICO and request an independent review of the school's handling of their request.

A template internal review procedure is set out at Appendix 3.
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8.1	FOIA applies only to information that is held by the school at the time a request is received. Where records have been identified for disposal in accordance with the school's retention schedule, and are no longer required for business purposes, the school may continue to carry out its normal records management activities However, once a request for information has been received, staff must ensure that any relevant information is preserved and managed appropriately.

8.2	It is a criminal offence under Section 77 of the FOIA to deliberately destroy, alter, conceal, or erase information with the intention of preventing its disclosure in response to a request. Responsibility for this offence rests with the individual concerned rather than the school as a corporate body.

8.3	Any member of staff found to have deliberately interfered with information to avoid disclosure may be subject to criminal sanctions as well as disciplinary action under the school's procedures, which could result in dismissal.

9	Publication Scheme

9.1	FOIA requires all schools to adopt the ICO’s Publication Scheme. The scheme:
 
· Sets out the types of information we must routinely publish;
· Explains the way we must provide the information; 
· States what charges can be sought for providing information; 
· Commits schools to providing and maintaining a guide to the information it provides, how it is provided, and any charges where they apply. 
 
9.2	The publication scheme supports the proactive release of information and reflects the school's commitment to openness and transparency. Wherever possible, information should be made available through the publication scheme without the need for a formal FoI request.

9.3	The school will seek to publish as much information as is appropriate and practical, rather than limiting publication solely to the information categories specifically identified within the publication scheme. By making information routinely available, the school can improve public access to information, reduce the need for individual requests, and promote greater understanding of its activities and decision-making.
 
9.4	If new information is published, please notify the School Business Manager so that the information can be added to the list that records information within the school. 
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10.1	The following retention schedule is based on recommended best practice by National Archives and should be adhered to:
 
	Document Description
	Retention Period

	FOIA Policy and Procedures 
 
	10 years after being superseded

	FOIA case files (including the initial requests, school response, consideration of application of exemptions and subsequent appeals)
	3 years after creation

	FOIA requests relating to documents scheduled for destruction
	6 months after the last correspondence on the matter
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11.1	The FOIA allows any person or organisation, including other schools and public authorities, to request information. In practice, however, formal FOIA requests are not commonly used between schools. In the spirit of partnership and cooperation, schools will often share information through established contacts and less formal channels where appropriate.

11.2	Wherever possible, staff should seek to obtain information from other organisations through normal business channels before considering the use of FOIA. This can often provide a quicker and more efficient route to obtaining the information required.

11.3	Similarly, where the school receives an FoI request from another school or public authority, staff may wish to contact the requester to discuss whether the enquiry can be dealt with as a routine business-as-usual request instead.

11.4	However, this can only be done with the agreement of the requester. If the requester wishes their request to remain an FoI request, or does not withdraw it, the school must continue to handle the request in accordance with the FOIA.




12 [bookmark: _Toc238649488][bookmark: _Toc239946958]Policy Review

12.1 [Recommended] This policy will be reviewed annually by the senior leadership team and updated as necessary to reflect changes in technology, emerging cyber security threats, legal and regulatory requirements, and recognised best practice.

12.2 Any revisions to the policy will be submitted to the Board of Governors for approval. The Board of Governors is also responsible for providing strategic oversight of the school’s cyber security arrangements and for ensuring appropriate assurance is in place regarding compliance with this policy and related security requirements.
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[bookmark: _Toc239946960]Appendix 1: Categories of requests where you should consult the Board of Governors
 
The following illustrate examples of requests that should be referred to the Board of Governors.
 
· Requests relating to school expenditure;
· Requests relating to the number of children in care or receiving services from YOT/YOS/YISP; 
· Requests relating to governors; 
· Requests relating to travel expenses; 
· Requests regarding any legal prosecution with school involvement past, present or future; 
· Requests relating to deceased persons; 
· Requests relating to staff pay  
· Requests relating to agency workers and/or their pay 
· Requests relating to staff sickness absence
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Unless otherwise stated, the school owns the copyright on all material on their website and any information contained in responses to request for information made under FOIA or EIR.
 
Subject to the following conditions, the school has no objection to organisations reusing its copyright-protected materials and reproducing them in their own publications, or on their internal computer networks. Organisations using the school’s materials must adhere to the following criteria:
 
· Any publication or internal network which incorporates the materials must include an acknowledgement of the source. 
· The material must be clearly separated from any comment made on it by the organisation or others.
· Readers of the material must not be given the impression that the school is responsible for, or has in any way approved, the publication or network in which his materials are reproduced. 
· The materials may not be altered or amended unless such material is clearly marked as altered or amended by the organisation or others. 
· No fee may be charged by any organisation reproducing the school’s materials. 
· When reproducing our material, organisations must have regard to any qualifying statements or descriptions attached to them, for example, descriptions such as 'consultation document', are important as are statements concerning the audience at which the material was directed. If it is reproduced in full, or substantial extracts are reproduced, any qualifying statements attached must be included. 
· There is no charge for the reproduction of material made in accordance with these conditions.
 
The Re-use of Public Sector Information Regulations 2005 provided a framework for deciding issues relating to the re-use of information held by public bodies. Subject to the conditions set out above, the school has no objection to organisations reproducing the material made available.
 
Where an organisation wishes to re-use our material, but the proposed re-use would contravene any of the conditions set out above, the organisation should contact our School Business Manager to determine whether the proposed re-use would be permitted and what, if any, conditions may apply. The application should be in writing, specifying name and address of the applicant, identifying the documents to be re-used and the purpose.

If an individual or organisation is unhappy with the way an application for the reproduction or the re-use of our material has been handled by the school, a complaint should be made in writing to the school.
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This process relates to the FOIA Internal Review Procedure.

1. In all cases where a Freedom of Information (FOI) response is made to a request received, the response must contain the following statement, or words to a similar effect:

“If you are dissatisfied with the handling of your request, you have the right to ask for an internal review.  If so, you should email or write to me to ask for an internal review to be carried out.  The review will be carried out by a senior manager within the school, who will advise you directly of the outcome of the review.  If you are still dissatisfied, you may ask the Information Commissioner to consider your complaint.  Internal review requests should be submitted within two months of the date of receipt of the response to your original letter and should be addressed to [Responding officer]:

If you are not content with the outcome of the internal review, you have the right to apply directly to the Information Commissioner for a decision.  The Information Commissioner can be contacted at: Information Commissioner’s Office, Wycliffe House, Water Lane, Wilmslow, Cheshire, SK9 5AF.

2. On receipt of a request for a review of the response, the original responding officer, referred to as the Responding Officer, should consider the detail of the review and re-evaluate the basis of the response as appropriate.  In doing so, the Responding Officer may wish to take advice.

3. If, on reflection, the Responding Officer considers that the request for the review is reasonable and that further disclosure is merited, they should respond accordingly.

4. If, after deliberation, the Responding Officer does not consider the grounds of the appeal to be reasonable, they should arrange for a senior manager to undertake a review.  The Responding Officer should pass on all the relevant correspondence, as well as the disputed information. The applicant should be given an estimate as soon as possible, after the request for an appeal has been received, of the time the review is likely to take. The manager should aim to complete their review and respond within 20 working days. Where there is delay in the review the applicant should be informed and advised of the revised response time.

5. Once the manager has completed the review, they should respond as appropriate. If the appeal is upheld, then a disclosure of the disputed information should be given to the applicant. However, if the appeal is only partially upheld or if the original decision is maintained then a full explanation as possible should be provided to the applicant and any additional disclosure as appropriate.

6. If the review relates to a procedural matter, and it was shown that the school did not follow its procedures, an apology should be offered to the applicant. Steps should also be taken to ensure that the occurrence is not repeated.

7. The manager should send a copy of their response to the Responding Officer for their information.

8. Full details of all steps taken must be recorded (e.g. the reasoning and logic behind the response, the steps taken to review, etc.) in case of any appeal to the Information Commissioner.

9. All requests for a review, whether made by an individual or the Information Commissioner, should be passed to the School’s Data Protection Officer.
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