
Consultation proposal by Fife Council 

REPORT BY HM INSPECTORATE OF EDUCATION ADDRESSING EDUCATIONAL ASPECTS OF THE PROPOSALS TO RELOCATE THE DEPARTMENT OF ADDITIONAL SUPPORT FROM BALWEARIE HIGH SCHOOL, AND TO ROLL-CAP BALWEARIE HIGH SCHOOL.  FURTHER, TO CARRY OUT MINOR ADJUSTMENTS TO THE CATCHMENT AREAS OF DUNNIKIER, STRATHALLAN AND VALLEY PRIMARY SCHOOLS AND NURSERY CLASSES.

Introduction

1.1 Fife Council is currently undertaking a review of school catchment areas across the Kirkcaldy area, partly in response to plans for the construction of a substantial number of new houses in the town over the next few years.  The council proposes to roll-cap Balwearie High School at 300 pupils for each S1 intake from August 2011 onwards.  Associated with that proposal is the possible phased relocation of the Department of Additional Support at Balwearie High School from August 2013 onwards.  The proposal envisages that the department will eventually be accommodated in the proposed new secondary school in Kirkcaldy due to open in 2019.  The council will only progress these proposals if predicted accommodation constraints within Balwearie High School materialise.  The proposals will be subject to further consultation, if required, prior to implementation in 2013-14.  Fife Council also proposes to carry out minor adjustments to the catchment areas of Dunnikier, Strathallan and Valley Primary Schools.  This would mean re-zoning one street to Valley Primary School and two streets to Strathallan Primary School from the existing catchment area of Dunnikier Primary School.

1.2 The report from HM Inspectorate of Education (HMIE) is required under the terms of the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  It has been prepared by HMIE 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 HMIE on relevant educational aspects of the proposal;
· consideration of further information on all schools affected;

· visits to the sites of Balwearie High School and Dunnikier Primary School, including discussion with relevant consultees; and

· telephone interviews with the headteachers of Strathallan Primary School and Valley Primary School.

1.4 HMIE considered:

· the likely effects of the proposal for children and young people of the schools, for any other users, for children likely to become pupils within two years of the date of publication of the proposal paper, and for 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 authority believes will result from implementation of the proposal, and the council’s reasons for coming to these beliefs.

2. Consultation process
2.1 Fife Council undertook the initial consultation on its proposals with reference to the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010. 

2.2 A few parents who responded to the council’s questionnaire were concerned that they had not been given enough information to answer the questionnaire properly.  Some parents of pupils in the Department of Additional Support had not been able to attend the public meeting, held on 11th October 2010 at Balwearie High School.  Others felt that it was difficult to get a clear understanding of the proposals from the complex wording of the documentation provided by the council.  In particular, they wanted to know more about the proposed interim location for the Department of Additional Support, what would happen to placing requests if roll‑capping went ahead, and more information about the impact of a proposed new secondary school for the Kirkcaldy area.

2.3 Balwearie High School’s roll is currently very close to capacity and a major new housing development, for around 1000 houses, is planned to commence soon within its catchment area.  A new secondary school is to be constructed in the east of Kirkcaldy and is due to be available for occupancy in 2019.  The council intends that this new school will incorporate a purpose-built Department of Additional Support to serve the whole of the Kirkcaldy area. 

2.4 Just over half of those parents who responded to the council’s consultation process indicated that they agreed with the proposals to roll-cap Balwearie High School.  Those parents whose children already attend the school through placing requests were concerned that younger siblings might not be able to join their older brothers and sisters in the future.  This includes pupils who currently attend Dunnikier Primary School through placing requests.  However, many respondents agreed that there is overcrowding in Balwearie High School, and that the council needs to address the current overcrowding and potential future increases in population.

2.5 Staff and parents of pupils who attend the Department of Additional Support were not in favour of the possible proposal to relocate the department in order to enable mainstream pupils, including placing requests, to continue to attend Balwearie High School.  They were particularly concerned about what would happen to pupils in the Department of Additional Support in the period between relocation and the opening of the proposed new school.  They are worried that relocating the Department of Additional Support on a phased basis would be detrimental to the pupils.  They feel that these pupils benefit greatly from being part of Balwearie High School, and would be concerned if this relationship was permanently changed.  Staff and parents also felt that the existence of the Department of Additional Support within Balwearie High School brought benefits to the mainstream, the loss of which would be detrimental to the ethos of the whole school. 

2.6 In addition to public meetings and parental questionnaires, Fife Council also plans, with the assistance of external facilitators, to undertake consultation exercises with pupil representatives from Balwearie High School and the Department of Additional Support.  At the time of writing, extreme weather conditions had delayed this process.  It will be very important for the council to ensure that this element of the consultation process is completed as planned, in order that the views of young people can be fully considered.

2.7 Most of those parents who responded to the public consultation regarding the re-zoning of the primary school delineated catchment areas were positive about the proposals.  The streets proposed for re-zoning from Dunnikier Primary School to Valley Primary School and Strathallan Primary School are located closer to these schools than to Dunnikier Primary School.  As these schools are all part of the Balwearie High School cluster, parents accepted the council’s contention that it was sensible to address these re-zoning requirements at the same time as the other proposals.  The council has stated in documentation for the proposal that the siblings of children currently attending a school would be able to enrol at the same school through placing requests.  However, a few parents had concerns that, under these proposals, their children might not be able to attend the school or nursery class of their choice. 

3. Educational aspects of the proposal

3.1 In its inspection in 2008, Balwearie High School was evaluated very positively by HMIE, and received a number of “excellent” evaluations.  Dunnikier Primary School also received a very positive report last year.  The council’s proposals will not directly affect pupils who currently attend Balwearie High School or Dunnikier Primary School.  They will continue to attend these schools for the duration of their secondary or primary education respectively.  

3.2 The proposals will affect potential pupils of these schools in future years.  If implemented, children and young people in the schools affected by these proposals will be learning in less-crowded environments which offer greater flexibility to employ the teaching methodologies required for effective implementation of Curriculum for Excellence.  The increased range of learning approaches will help to meet the differing learning needs of all children and young people in the schools concerned.  More efficient use of accommodation and greater flexibility in timetabling may also lead to increased opportunities for a wider range of curricular and extra-curricular activities.  A few primary school pupils and children attending nursery classes in the areas affected by the proposed changes could have shorter journeys to school.

3.3 If the schools are operating at less than full capacity there may be more opportunities for other community groups to access the accommodation.

3.4 These proposals are part of an overall plan intended to ensure that children and young people will be accommodated more evenly across primary and secondary schools within Kirkcaldy and across Fife.  This plan would lead to more efficient distribution and use of educational resources.  The small numbers of children from the current Dunnikier Primary School catchment who are likely to enrol in Strathallan Primary School or Valley Primary School will not have any significant impact on the learning environments in those schools and nursery classes. 

3.5 If these proposals are approved, the Education Service has undertaken to plan carefully and take appropriate steps to support pupils and parents throughout the transitions.  The council plans to use external facilitators to help them gather the views of pupils involved in the proposed changes.  Parents in the affected areas will be provided with all relevant information regarding the proposed timetables for implementation of the proposals.

4. Summary

4.1 These proposals are intended to address the current overcrowding in Dunnikier Primary School and Balwearie High School, and the likely future impact of the planned new housing developments within the catchment area of Balwearie High School.  There will be educational benefits for children in that they will be learning in less cramped accommodation and with better access to a wider range of educational resources.  The council will be able to deploy resources, including staffing, more efficiently and some children will have shorter journeys to school.  Part of the proposal also involves the possible relocation of the Department of Additional Support.  The council is aware of the concerns of staff and parents in relation to the proposed phased relocation of the department. 

4.2 Fife Council has been proactive in planning future school accommodation requirements and adjustments to catchment areas well ahead of significant planned housing developments in the Kirkcaldy area.  As a result, aspects of this consultation depend to some extent on the timing of these developments and may require further consultation prior to the planned implementation of the current proposals in 2013-14.  Due to the long lead times, the consultation has necessarily been conducted with some lack of detail, leading to some criticism of the process from some members of the public.  Therefore, in taking forward these proposals, the council should:

· address the concerns of parents who feel that they have not yet had access to enough information to participate fully in the consultation process at this stage; and
· consider carefully the impact of the phased relocation proposal on the pupils currently attending the Department of Additional Support.
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