
Consultation proposal by West Lothian Council 

Report by Education Scotland, addressing educational aspects of the proposal by West Lothian Council to modify catchment areas in Bathgate to make best use of spare capacity at the non–denominational and denominational primary schools in the area.

1.
Introduction

1.1 West Lothian Council proposes to modify catchment areas in Bathgate to make best use of school capacity at the non–denominational and denominational primary schools in the area.

1.2 The report from Education Scotland is required under the terms of the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  It has been prepared by HM Inspectors in accordance with the terms of the Act.  
1.3 HM Inspectors undertook the following activities in considering the educational aspects of the proposal:
· consideration of all relevant documentation provided by the council in relation to the proposal, specifically the educational benefits statement and related consultation documents, written and oral submissions from parents and others;

· consideration of further representations made directly to Education Scotland on relevant educational aspects of the proposal;
· visits to the sites of Balbardie, Boghall, Simpson, St Columba’s RC, St Mary’s RC and Windyknowe Primary Schools, including discussion with relevant consultees.

· examination of walking routes to the schools named in the consultation;

· telephone discussions with the headteachers of the three associated secondary schools, and

· meetings with members of the local community including an elected member of West Lothian Council.  
1.4 HM Inspectors considered:

· the likely effects of the proposal for children and young people of the schools involved in the consultation; any other users; children likely to become pupils within two years of the date of publication of the proposal paper; and other children and young people in the council area;

· any other likely effects of the proposal;

· how the council intends to minimise or avoid any adverse effects that may arise from the proposal; and

· benefits which the council believes will result from implementation of the proposal, and the council’s reasons for coming to these beliefs.

2. Consultation process
2.1 West Lothian Council undertook the initial consultation on its proposals with reference to the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  
2.2 West Lothian Council has, between 2003 and 2010, conducted several reviews of primary school catchments in the Bathgate area.  The council believes that the scale of current and potential house building necessitates a further review of present catchment arrangements to make the most effective use of primary school capacity in the area.  The council projects that there will be significant future housing development in the areas served by Balbardie, Simpson and St Mary’s RC Primary Schools.  The council believes that it needs to plan strategically if the educational implications of future housing developments are to be identified and addressed.  The council had consulted widely on its proposal.  The consultation proposal had been made available to a wide range of stakeholders including parents, parent councils, children, staff and members of the wider community.  The council placed the document on its website.  The council convened three public meetings at which officers of the council explained the proposals and answered questions.  An error on the council’s website relating to the venue for one of the public meetings was quickly corrected.  Council officers visited each of the schools named in the proposal document and explained the proposed changes to children.  The council provided a questionnaire to help children express their views.  Staff received emails informing them of the proposal.  The council’s website enabled consultees to express their opinions.  The council responded to all those who made submissions.

2.3 Parents who responded to the council or who communicated directly or met with HM Inspectors generally recognised that actual and proposed house building in the area necessitates a review and possible revision of primary school catchments.  They recognised that some schools are very near capacity while others have space to accommodate significantly more children.  However, there was far less consensus on how the council should proceed to make best use of the available space and plan to meet future educational requirements.  Some parents had been reassured by the council’s proposed transition arrangements that ensured their children would be able to complete their primary education at their current schools.  Most parents welcomed the council’s proposal that younger brothers and sisters of a child attending an existing catchment school would be allowed to attend the same school.  However, others regretted that the council had been unable to provide a guarantee to that effect.  Other parents were strongly opposed to the council’s proposal.  Almost all of the 84 parents who made online responses disagreed with the proposal.  Opposition was strongest amongst parents of children either currently attending Balbardie Primary School or who had yet to reach school age.  Most parents who opposed the proposal expressed reasonable concerns about the additional distance children would have to travel, particularly to Boghall Primary School and to St Columba’s RC Primary School.  They had serious concerns about safe walking routes to those schools.  Almost all parents, who responded to or met with HM Inspectors were concerned about traffic management issues that could arise at Boghall, St Columba’s and Windyknowe primary schools should the proposal be accepted.  A significant number expressed understandable concerns about the proposed short timescale.  Most parents of nursery age children felt that children would be unsettled by the proposal as they had been prepared to start primary education in existing catchment schools.  Parents of pre–school children who currently would have attended Balbardie Primary School or St Mary’s RC Primary School were particularly opposed to the timescale.  Some parents who made direct representations to HM Inspectors pointed out that, as recently as October 2011, the council had informed them that St Mary’s RC Primary School would be the catchment denominational school for their children entering P1 in August 2012.  They were concerned that this would not be the case if the proposal were accepted.  Some parents questioned the availability of nursery provision in the Boghall area and the impact on working parents.  A few parents questioned the council’s statement of educational benefits, as they felt that the statement focused on housing developments rather than on educational benefits for the children who would be affected.  Not all parents who responded to the consultation or who met with HM Inspectors were opposed to the proposal.  There was considerable support amongst parents of children currently attending Boghall and St Columba’s RC Primary Schools.  They were justifiably proud of their schools and felt that the proposal would further strengthen the schools’ work.

2.4 The council had rigorously consulted children attending the schools that would be affected by the proposal.  It had consulted young people attending associated secondary schools.  Children who met with HM Inspectors clearly remembered being consulted and showed good understanding of the issues.  Children in all six primary schools felt that the proposal offered some potential benefits.  These included a wider circle of friends and improvements to buildings and resources.  They also expressed concerns about younger brothers and sisters and friends not being able to attend the same school, about less space, particularly for physical education and dining and about increased distances to travel to school.  
2.5 Staff who met with HM Inspectors felt that they had been properly consulted and had had adequate opportunity to express their opinions.  Relatively few staff had attended the public meetings or had responded online to the council.  Of the 37 staff who had submitted online responses, approximately two thirds supported the council’s proposal.  Some felt that the proposed changes would bring educational benefits such as fewer composite classes, improvements to accommodation and a better socio/economic balance in some schools.  Some expressed concern that the proposal would divide the Wester Inch community, particularly as Windyknowe Primary School is associated with a secondary school that lies outside Bathgate.  
2.6 Members of the wider community who met with HM Inspectors generally accepted that current and future housing development necessitated a review of catchment areas.  However, most expressed surprise that a situation that could have been foreseen had to be addressed over the short timescale set out in the consultation document.  Almost all shared parents’ concerns about travel and safety issues.  There was particular concern about children and parents accessing the Boghall area by way of Kirkton Park.  Similar concerns were expressed about safe travel from the areas that would be transferred from the current Simpson Primary School area to the area served by Windyknowe Primary School.  Some members of the wider community felt that the proposal would increase the numbers of children brought to school by car, thereby significantly worsening existing traffic management issues at almost all the schools.  
3.
Educational aspects of the proposal

3.1 West Lothian Council recognises that recent and possible future housing developments may result in further imbalances in the rolls of the two denominational and four non-denominational primary schools in Bathgate.  The council proposes to address the situation by reassigning parts of the existing catchment areas for St Mary’s RC Primary School and Balbardie Primary School to the catchment areas served respectively by St Columba’s RC Primary School and Boghall Primary School.  In addition, the council proposes to reallocate two areas zoned for future housing development from the designated catchment area for Simpson Primary School to the catchment area served by Windyknowe Primary School.  The council’s educational benefit statement expresses confidence that these changes, together with extensions to some of the schools, would enable it to meet its statutory educational responsibilities until 2020.  The council believes that the revisions to catchment areas and accompanying extensions would enhance the quality of education at all of the affected schools.  The council believes an implementation date of August 2012 is required to allow it to address pressing accommodation issues at St Mary’s RC Primary School and at Balbardie Primary School.  The council has proposed transition arrangements to safeguard the positions of children currently attending the schools and to treat sympathetically requests that younger brothers and sisters of a child attending an existing catchment school would be allowed to attend the same school.  
3.2 Statistics provided by the council suggest that the proposed measures would allow it to better manage current and potential capacity at the six primary schools in the Bathgate area.  The council would be able to make more effective use of the capacity currently available at Boghall and St Columba’s RC Primary Schools.  Its proposal would go some way to ensure there are sufficient places in Simpson Primary School to meet demand arising from potential housing developments in the Wester Inch area of the town.  However, the proposal notes that a future catchment review for Simpson Primary School may be required at a later date when the nature of future development on the west side of Wester Inch becomes clearer. The council’s proposal document does not fully address the educational impact of its proposal on children who currently attend the six schools or who would do so in future.  The council needs to clarify the ways in which its proposal would improve the learning and achievement of current and future pupils at all six schools.

3.3 The council has indicated that prompt action is required to address capacity issues that are likely to arise at Balbardie and St Mary’s Primary Schools as early as August 2012.  It is attempting to plan strategically to address issues arising from potential housing developments, particularly in the areas served by Balbardie, St Mary’s RC and Simpson Primary Schools.  However, the council needs to consider the impact of its proposed timescale on families who, until very recently, had been informed or had assumed that their children would be allocated a P1 place at either Balbardie Primary School or at St Mary’s RC Primary School.  In particular, it needs to consider how transition arrangements from nursery to P1 would be managed within the proposed timescale.

3.4 The council, in its educational benefit statement, indicates that its proposal would ensure that children would have “a place at the local school without the need to travel to a non–catchment school”.  However, its proposal would mean that some children would have to travel significantly further to school than would have been the case previously.  The council’s proposal document does not fully address the justifiable concerns expressed by parents and members of the wider community about travel and safe routes to school.  Parents and others reasonably questioned whether Kirkton Park and surrounding busy roads could be described as safe routes to school.  Parents and members of the local community felt strongly that the council’s proposal would mean that more children would be taken to school by car, worsening existing traffic management issues at most of the schools.  Parents and members of the community who met with HM Inspectors at Windyknowe Primary School were aware of the plans to provide a new access road to the school.  However, they still felt that the proposal would lead to more children being transported to school thus adding to the existing congestion at the school.  The council needs to consider more fully the travel and traffic implications of its proposal, particularly in relation to its policy to encourage more children to walk to school.   

4.
Summary

4.1
West Lothian Council’s proposal demonstrates its strategic intention to manage the educational implications of the high volume housing developments planned for parts of the Bathgate area.  Its proposal seeks to make best use of existing capacity in several of the primary schools in the area.

4.2
The council’s description of the educational benefits arising from its proposal provides insufficient details about potential improvements to children’s learning and achievement.  The council needs to be more clear about those improvements drawing, as appropriate, on the quality of learning experiences currently provided at Boghall, St Columba’s RC and Windyknowe Primary Schools.  
4.3
The council proposes that the changes be effective from August 2012 to address pressing capacity issues at Balbardie and St Mary’s RC Primary Schools.  Parents and others expressed understandable surprise at this short timescale, particularly as the situation had been developing for some time.  Some families, for whom the council’s transitional arrangements do not apply, have been preparing their children for entry to the school for which they are currently zoned.  Some feel that their children’s interests are being set aside in favour of those who would live in housing yet to be built.  The council needs to consider the feasibility of its timescale and its impact on families and children, particularly on those due to enter P1 in August 2012.

4.4
The council’s proposal seeks to ensure that there are places for all children in their local catchment schools.  However, a considerable number of respondents to the council’s consultation have pointed out that some children will have significantly further to travel should the proposal proceed.  The council’s proposal document does not deal sufficiently with travel issues, in particular safe routes to school.  The council needs to identify and address these issues.
HM Inspectors
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December 2011

PAGE  
1

