


CONSULTATION PROPOSAL BY FIFE COUNCIL

REPORT BY HM INSPECTORATE OF EDUCATION ADDRESSING EDUCATIONAL ASPECTS OF THE PROPOSAL TO CLOSE DUNEARN PRIMARY SCHOOL, KIRKCALDY, AND TO REZONE THE DELINEATED (CATCHMENT) AREAS OF FOUR OTHER PRIMARY SCHOOLS TO COVER THE DUNEARN PRIMARY SCHOOL CATCHMENT AREA.
1. Introduction

1.1 Fife Council is currently undertaking a series of school catchment area reviews in Kirkcaldy in response to demographic changes in the area and an anticipated substantial increase in the number of houses to be built in the town over the next 10-15 years.  One of these reviews involves consulting on a proposal to permanently close Dunearn Primary School, Kirkcaldy, and to rezone the catchment areas of four other primary schools to cover the Dunearn Primary School catchment area.  Those schools are Fair Isle Primary School, Strathallan Primary School, Torbain Primary School and Valley Primary School. 

1.2 Dunearn Primary School is one of four primary schools across mid-Kirkcaldy which are significantly under-occupied.  The council decided to consult on the closure of Dunearn PS because:

· the primary school-age population in the area has fallen;

· the school is operating at significantly under-capacity (approximately 52% occupancy) and half of the pupils are attending through parental placing requests and, therefore, live outwith the catchment area;

· the building has been rated as being in poor condition by the council, requires regular monitoring by a structural engineer and will eventually need to be closed;
· while the council categorised the building as satisfactory in terms of its suitability, the building is on two floors and is without a lift which limits accessibility; and 
· there are two newly-built schools in the area (Fair Isle Primary School and Strathallan Primary School) which are currently under-occupied.

1.3 This 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.

1.4 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 including a report provided by the Chairperson of Dunearn Primary School Parent Council;
· consideration of further information on all schools affected; and

· visits to the five primary schools affected which included discussion with relevant consultees, namely, parents, pupils and staff.

1.5 HMIE considered:

· the likely effects of the proposal for the pupils of Dunearn Primary School, 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 council believes will result from implementation of the proposal, and the council’s reasons for coming to these beliefs.

2. Consultation process
2.1 The council undertook the initial consultation on its proposals with reference to the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  The council extended the initial consultation period following a request for further information from the Dunearn Primary School Parent Council and, also, as a result of extreme weather which led to Dunearn Primary School being closed temporarily during parts of the consultation period.  The consultation was completed on 14 January 2011.
2.2 Almost all of the parents (93%) of children at Dunearn Primary School who responded to the consultation are not in favour of the proposal to close Dunearn Primary School.  The Parent Council, and the parents spoken to, were of the view that in a number of respects the consultation process has not been satisfactory.  In particular, they argue that all local residents should have had their views canvassed.  However, it is noted that the legislation does not require that the views of all local residents are sought in this way.  The parents also feel that the council has singled out Dunearn Primary School for closure without considering fully a wider range of other options.

2.3 Fewer parents of children from the other four schools involved responded to the consultation and their views are more mixed than those of parents of children at Dunearn Primary School.  Some 66% of those responding are in favour of Dunearn Primary School remaining open, subject to an ongoing monitoring of the building.  Those parents spoken to were of the view that any Dunearn pupils transferring to their schools would be made very welcome.  Where they had concerns these related to resourcing issues.  The parents wanted to be reassured that the council would ensure that sufficient teaching, support, administrative and kitchen staff would be available, as required, in order to make sure that any increase in pupil numbers was resourced appropriately.

2.4 The council had consulted with the pupils at Dunearn Primary School and 86% were against the closure of the school.  They cited a range of reasons including concerns that school staff would lose their jobs and that they may lose friends by transferring to other schools.  They spoke enthusiastically about their school, their headteacher, teachers and other staff, and the range and quality of their learning experiences.

2.5 The pupils in the other primary schools were generally positive about pupils from Dunearn Primary School coming to their schools.  They were proud of their schools and the education and facilities which their schools provided.  They appreciated the benefits of new pupils being admitted and were able to describe strategies to help new pupils settle in.

2.6 The staff of Dunearn Primary School were very positive about the quality of education which they felt they provided and referred, in particular, to the quality of outdoor education and the use of information and communications technology across the school.  In its report to HMIE on its consultation proposals, the council has acknowledged that it does not have concerns about the school’s ability to meet the learning needs of its pupils.

2.7 Staff across the other four primary schools have sympathy for the parents, pupils and staff of Dunearn Primary School and the situation in which they find themselves.  However, they feel that their schools have the capacity to assimilate pupils from Dunearn Primary School.  Any concerns are related primarily to resource issues and the impact of additional pupils on class sizes.  Staff and parents at Strathallan Primary School raised particular concerns about traffic congestion in the vicinity of the school which they felt would be exacerbated if additional pupils were admitted.

3.
Educational aspects of the proposal

3.1 Dunearn Primary School was inspected in 2005 and a further inspection visit was paid in November 2006, by which time a new headteacher had been appointed.  HM Inspectors revisited the school in September 2007 and found that the school had made very good progress in implementing the main points for action outlined in the report published in November 2005.  The level of teamwork had improved as had pupils’ attainment in writing and mathematics.  As a result of the progress made, HM Inspectors decided not to make any further visits to the school in relation to the 2005 inspection.
3.2 The report of an inspection of Valley Primary School, published in September 2006, refers to the good quality of education provided and to the caring and hardworking staff who were committed to meeting pupils’ needs effectively.  
3.3 An inspection report of Fair Isle Primary School was published in August 2010.  It notes the good quality of education provided by the school.  Particular strengths of the school included its success in building positive relationships with parents, and the local community, and the strong partnership working with a range of agencies which helps staff to meet children’s needs.  
3.4 Torbain Primary School provides a very good quality of education.  The inspection report published in August 2010 refers to the high-quality provision for children who require additional support and the outstanding leadership and commitment to improvement from staff, guided by the headteacher.  The school has excellent partnership with parents.
3.5 The council’s proposals set out a number of potential benefits for the pupils of Dunearn Primary School were the school to close and the pupils rezoned to other schools.  Many of the proposals relate to the potential advantages which attending a larger school can provide in terms of, for example, more staff, providing a wider range of expertise, more opportunities to group pupils according to need, and more opportunities for a wider range of curricular and extra-curricular activities.  At present, the roll of Dunearn Primary School is 195 and rolls of the other four schools are, approximately, 233 (Fair Isle Primary School), 500 (Torbain Primary School), 219 (Valley Primary School) and 258 (Strathallan Primary School).  Only Torbain Primary School and Strathallan Primary School are significantly larger than Dunearn Primary School.  However, of course, all school rolls will increase if Dunearn Primary School closes, with most pupils transferring to Fair Isle Primary School under the proposed rezoning arrangements.  The council would require to provide transport to some pupils currently in the Dunearn Primary School catchment area to enable them to travel to Strathallan Primary School if the council rezones catchment areas. 
3.6 The proposals will affect children who would have become pupils of the school were it to remain open.  Currently, children in the nursery who would have attended Dunearn Primary School would require to attend other primary schools.  Children in, or due to attend, the nursery in Dunearn Primary School would require to attend nurseries or partner nursery providers either in, or linked to, the other primary schools.

3.7 Clearly, if the proposed changes are implemented then there will be a short period of adjustment as pupils settle in to their new schools and as these schools accommodate new pupils.  However, after this short period of adjustment it is not anticipated that there will be any detriment to the education received by pupils previously attending, or due to attend, Dunearn Primary School or to the pupils in the receiving schools.

3.8 These proposals form part of an overall strategic plan to have a more equitable distribution of school accommodation across Kirkcaldy which takes account of proposed future developments in the area and of the need to ensure effective and efficient allocation of resources.

3.9 If the proposals are agreed then the council intends to plan carefully the transfer of pupils from Dunearn Primary School to the receiving schools taking particular account of the individual circumstances of pupils with additional support needs.

3.10 The council has rated the condition of the building as being poor and is of the view that it will require to be closed in the relatively near future because of its structural condition.  The council’s proposals allow it to address the significant structural problems in Dunearn Primary School and to utilise the existing local primary school estate more efficiently and effectively. 
4.
Summary

4.1 The council’s proposals will not be detrimental to the education of the pupils currently attending, or about to attend, Dunearn Primary School or to the pupils in the receiving schools provided appropriate steps are taken to help pupils adjust to their new schools and provided that the receiving schools are resourced appropriately for the increase in their school rolls.  Recent inspections of Fair Isle Primary School, to which most pupils will transfer under the proposed rezoning of catchment areas, and Torbain Primary School, highlight the strengths of these schools. 

4.2 The council’s consultation proposals point to potential educational benefits for pupils attending larger schools and those schools which are newly built.  These potential advantages, however, require to be accessed through good quality learning and teaching.  There is a general benefit to those living in the council area resulting from a more effective and efficient use of the council’s resources.

4.3 Almost all of the parents of children at Dunearn Primary School who responded to the consultation are not in favour of the proposal to close Dunearn Primary School.  Those parents and staff in the receiving schools express concerns about the impact of any increase in their school rolls.  Therefore, in taking forward these proposals, the council needs to:

· continue to consult with the Dunearn Primary School Parent Council and continue to involve them in any implementation of the council’s proposals; and
· provide further information and reassurance, as and when appropriate, about how it will handle particular issues such as preparing for transition, school transport and resourcing the receiving schools.

HM Inspectorate of Education

February 2011
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